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I eat my peas with honey 
I’ve done it all my life 
It makes the peas taste funny 
But it keeps them on the knife! 
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Prologue 


Of all the stories I’ve ever told you, this is the one that you’re going to 
remember. This is the one. Hopefully large parts of this will entertain you, 
beeause sometimes life goes right off the rails somewhere between hilarity and 
the absurd and somehow it always happens in my orbit. But there is another 
story within these pages that might bother you. I know this beeause this story 
haunts me. It’s the one I ean’t forget. 

I told myself that I should’ve done something to intervene earlier. But it 
wasn’t my plaee. I tried polite eonversation, I tried impolite eonversation. No 
one would hear me. It bothers me that there was a part of me that didn’t want to 
see, didn’t want to get involved. Was there that part of me? Does that make me 
eomplieit? Heaven knows that people in general ean rationalize the most 
egregious behavior in the name of religion, love, the alleged greater good of 
mankind, or just beeause whatever it is they’re lobbying for is good for them. 

For all you know about me, even those I’ve met in passing, you know I’m not 
a troublemaker or someone who exaggerates the truth. Okay, maybe I’ll 
embellish a little. But generally, you don’t have to make things bigger or more 
fantastie than they are. Reality has so many surprises and unbelievable 
situations, it’s okay to just lay down the bones. 

Maybe I want to tell you this story as a kind of eautionary tale. At the end of 
the day, you must live with who you’ve allowed yourself to beeome. But before 
you elose your eyes for the last time, there will be a day of reekoning, even if it’s 
not the kind we’ve been taught to expeet. 

It has taken me a long time to pieee together the real truth of what happened, 
to rationalize that perhaps I didn’t have a hand in all of it. But then, I did. 
Aetually, I think you eould easily lay half of what happened at my feet. But I 
digress. 

This is a magieal tale of love and redemption, of how to heal broken spirits, 
and most of all, why it’s all right to hope for and believe in miraeles. It’s not just 
a Loweountry thing. If this eould happen to me, it eould surely happen to you. 


1 said, “People been thinking about and 
fascinated by bees since forever. ” 

“Yeah? ” the boys said. “Like who? ” 

“How about this? The bee is more honored than 
other animals not beeause she labors, but 
beeause she labors for others. That was said by 
Saint John Chrysostom, Archbishop of 
Constantinople. He lived from 349 to 407 a.d. ” 

“That’s old, ” Tyler said. 


Chapter One 



Meet Me, Holly 
McNee Jensen 


Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina 
February 2017 

I was standing on our baek poreh hanging wet dish towels on a swing-arm 
gizmo, having just finished eleaning up after breakfast. Momma was headed 
baek to bed, where she lived 90 pereent of the time, ever sinee Leslie got 
married and moved to Ohio with weird Charlie. 

I stepped outside and seanned the yard. Mother Nature was elearly losing it, 
one marble at a time. It was a Friday morning in the middle of February and 


eighty-something degrees. Eighty-something degrees! When I was a ehild on 
this sleepy island, I would’ve been wearing an overeoat, a hat, and maybe a neek 
searf and gloves. I’d be shivering and waiting for the ramshaekle sehool bus to 
stop at the eomer and take me and a hundred other kids to Catholie sehool, 
where I would be made to tremble over the painful retribution to eome for sins I 
had yet to eommit. Now, people were all over the island, a parade of surfboards 
and eoolers disappearing over the dunes, and on the beaeh, people half-naked, 
slathered with suntan lotion, running around like idiots. 

Didn’t anyone know it was supposed to be winter? And no, I wasn’t eranky. 
There it was! Proof! Climate ehange. 

Flowers that weren’t expeeted to bloom for another six weeks deeorated our 
yard in huge elumps and stands of eolor. Daylilies, Shasta daisies, and purple 
smoke reared their pretty heads toward the morning sun and opened wide. My 
honey bees, who were supposed to be huddled in winter mode, getting their 
well-deserved beauty rest, had been sending out seouts from the hive all week 
long to see what was going on. They had to be very eonfused. I know I was. 
Something was seriously wrong. 

But eonfused or not, my bees needed attention. I was going to eheek the hives 
for the early arrival of—^what else—Varroa mites. I was super pieky about hive 
health. These nasty mites were awful! All over the eountry, varroa mites, along 
with hive beetles, not to mention pestieides, were trying to put honey bees on the 
extinet list. If that happened, God forbid, the whole planet would be doomed to 
starvation. Mauriee Maeterlinek said without honey bees, mankind only had four 
years and then, forget it. Doomsday. 

I headed for the baekyard shed where I kept my beekeeper suit. Normally, I 
wouldn’t see mites until late summer. But everything seemed so off kilter, I was 
just being extra vigilant. 

“I’ll be baek in a bit,” I ealled out to my mother. 

“WHAT? ” she sereeehed baek. 

Put in your hearing aids, I thought. She probably didn’t even know where they 
were. 

“I said. I’m going to eheek the hives! ” 

“Whatever! Suit yourself! Don’t be gone long. I’m getting hungry!” 

Oh, eat a ean of beans, I thought. Didn’t I just feed her? She drove me erazy. 
My mother, Katherine MeNee Jensen, was one eolossal pain in the derriere. She 
kept tabs on me like I was a ehild (whieh I was not) and treated me like her 
personal maid (whieh I was). If I didn’t have a garden and hives to tend and a 
volunteer job at the library. I’d go right off the deep end. I had been trying to get 
a teaehing job at Sullivan’s Island Elementary Sehool for years, and the best I 



could ever seem to get was the occasional substitute job. Because the island was 
so popular, there was probably a longer waiting list for teaching positions there 
than there was an 3 rwhere else in the state. And I sold my honey at the island’s 
farmers market and sometimes at the farmers market in Mount Pleasant because 
I harvested over a hundred pounds, sometimes much more, every year. But eight 
dollars ajar wasn’t going to make me rich. Eventually, I’d get a break. 

I let the wooden screen door slam behind me with a loud thwack and took a 
long, slow, deep breath. Rise above! And how was I ever going to get out of her 
house and make a life for myself? I was going nowhere until she did. So, for 
now, I was a bachelorette, keeping my considerable favors under wraps until the 
right man came along. The thought of me having considerable favors worth 
keeping under wraps made me smile. Well, to be completely honest, many right 
men had come along, but they kept going, straight to the welcoming arms of my 
sister, Leslie. And an 3 rway, now I had my neighbor Archie’s little boys to keep 
me busy. I preferred children to adults any day of the week. I’ll get to them in a 
moment. There’s so much to tell you. 

I want to introduce you to my bees first. Everyone knows honey bees are good 
for the environment, but few people know why or how their hives are organized. 
There’s a division of labor for every stage of a honey bee’s life. Every bee has 
his or her job to do to ensure they continue to coexist as one. Everything they do 
is to preserve the colony. Humanity could take a few lessons from them. You’ll 
see what I mean as time goes on, the same way I came to gradually understand 
them. In any case, I loved the time I spent with my bees because, despite their 
intense activity, it was so serene. Serenity was in short supply around here. The 
good news was that there was zero chance of Momma following me out to the 
apiary. She wouldn’t come near the hives out of fear. I keep telling her she’s not 
sweet enough to sting. She doesn’t think that’s funny. 

The apiary was in the back comer of our yard, surrounded by a pale blue 
picket fence, painted thusly to keep out the haints. Haints is a Gullah word for 
haunts or ghosts. In this part of the world, the Lowcountry of South Carolina, it 
was generally accepted that a thoughtful application of blue paint would keep a 
whole array of spirits at bay, ranging from the mischievous ilk to the downright 
evil. I just happened to like the color. The fence was covered on the inside 
perimeter with clear mesh to thwart other enemies of the hive—mainly raccoons. 
My hives were aqua, pale pink, and pale peach. The pastel colors made me feel 
like I was taking a short trip to Bermuda, and when I looked at them it always 
lifted my spirits. 

I looked up to see the UPS tmck pull up to our curb. Andy, our regular UPS 
deliveryman, hopped off his tmck and called out to me. 



“Hey, Miss Holly! Sure is a fine day!” 

“Yes, it is!” I ealled baek beeause I didn’t want to get into a whole 
eonversation about planet Earth aetually having a meltdown. “Your rear 
passenger tire is about to blow, you know.” 

“I’ll get that eheeked out! Thanks for the warning!” he ealled baek to me. “I’ll 
just throw this on the poreh?” 

“That’s fine!” 

It was probably something from QVC that Momma ordered. That’s what she 
did all day. Sat up in her big bed and watehed QVC and ordered large 
housedresses and sweats deeorated with kittens and mermaids, whieh she 
thought were stylish and appropriate for ehureh, on the rare oeeasion that she 
aetually attended Mass. I’m not judging. Okay, maybe I am. 

I lowered the veil on my hat and went inside the gate with my lit smoker, not 
that I ever needed it. It was wise to approaeh hives from the side so that the 
guard bees wouldn’t be alarmed. I took the einder bloek off the top of the first 
hive and then removed the roof. I kept my smoker handy so that if, on that rare 
oeeasion, my girls seemed agitated, a gentle eloud of pine and sage eould ealm 
them. One by one, I lifted the full frames. The brood was already growing like 
mad. Where was the queen? And why was she hiding from me? Another omen. 

“Your queen’s sure getting busy early this year!” I said, talking to my bees. 
“Yes, indeedy!” 

I replaeed the frames and eovered the hive, eheeking the ground for fire ant 
mounds. There were none that I eould find. I filled a pan with water so the bees 
would have plenty to drink. 

There were many reasons and even more suspieions about why you should 
talk to your bees, too many to ignore. I told them about my mother’s illnesses, 
whieh I felt positive were psyehosomatie, and about my sister’s eontinuing 
windfall, whieh bordered on the obnoxious. Sometimes I made up songs to sing 
to them, like Leslie’s going to Bangkok and Holly’s staying home. Leslie’s got a 
brand-new Benz and Holly s staying home. I was so grateful no one eould hear 
me, but didn’t everyone need a plaee to vent and be silly? I’d heard stories about 
people’s bees swarming when they were left out of the family loop. I hoped my 
bees had a sense of me as a part of their eolony. I didn’t know for sure, but I felt 
like they knew me. I had enough pluff mud in my veins to eonsider the 
possibility of almost anything. Although experienee told me that while bees are 
unbelievably smart about so many things, they don’t have emotions in the same 
way we do. At least not individually. But there is sueh a thing as hive mentality. 
I’d seen hard evidenee of it many times over the years. 

A metal sereen door slammed with a elang and inside of a minute, Arehie’s 



two little boys, whom I adored, were hanging over my apiary fenee. Our house 
was aeross the street from theirs on a dead-end road where we had very little 
traffie. My house baeked up to the marsh, whieh made for speetaeular sunrises. 

“Here eome both sides of my heart!” I whispered to my honey bees. 

“Hey! Mith Holly!” 

“Hey yourself, Mr. Tyler!” 

Arehie and Carin MaeLean had bought their house and moved in right after 
they were married. Two years later, Tyler eame along. Tyler was now seven, 
soon to be eight; Hunter, his younger brother, was five. Carin, their mother, had 
died not long ago in a tragie automobile aeeident, leaving them in Arehie’s 
flustered eare, in my eare on oeeasion, and sometimes in extended day eare at 
the island sehool. Arehie kept saying he was going to hire someone to help him 
full-time with the house and the boys, but that kind of help was so diffieult to 
find and then of eourse, to trust. For my part? I loved those little fellas like they 
were my own, and I eouldn’t understand why he didn’t hire me. But he didn’t 
have to, beeause I sort of did the job for free. 

Tyler had eurly hair the eolor of a newly minted penny, and matehing freekles 
of all sizes daneed all aeross his nose and eheeks. He was just adorable and 
eurious about everything. He was also missing four teeth, making him even more 
preeious as he struggled to speak elearly. 

“Hey, Miss Holly! Can we see the bees?” 

And that was from Hunter, bom with an inner daredevil and who was more 
eurious and reekless than his older brother. Hunter’s thiek, eoarse blaek hair 
eould not be tamed and his blue eyes were a window. From the day he was bom, 
we always said he’d be president of something big or lead a life of erime. He 
always had at least one Band-Aid on him somewhere. A badge of eourage. 

“I don’t see why not,” I said. “What are y’all doing home today?” 

“Parent tea-ther meetings,” Tyler said. 

“Ah! I wondered why your daddy’s ear was in the driveway. Okay, you both 
stand right there and Fll show you what’s going on.” 

I drew an imaginary line aeross the grass. They saluted me and my heart 
elenehed. Tyler and Hunter were just too eute. 

I stepped to the edge of the apiary, lifted my veil, and elosed the gate. I took 
my water glass and turned it upside down, eapturing a honey bee that was sitting 
on the roof. Then I slid her into the palm of my hand. My gloves were made of 
heavy suede and I knew there wasn’t a bee among them whose stinger eould 
penetrate the tough eowhide. 

“Do either one of you have a magnifying glass?” I asked. 

“I do!” Tyler said. “Should I go get it?” 



“Yep!” I said. “Quickly!” 

Tyler disappeared inside the house and Hunter stared at me like I had just 
dropped down from the moon. 

“Why are you wearing that funny outfit?” he said. 

“You know why, young man. So that I don’t get stung.” 

“Momma always said you shouldn’t play with bees. If you’re ’lergic you 
could get Anna flappic shock and die!” 

“She was right, sweetheart. Anaphylactic. And yes, you could. But honey bees 
are pretty tame and they only sting when they feel threatened.” 

“What about bumblebees?” 

“The same. They are both pollinators, and all they want is nectar and pollen. 
But don’t get in their way! Then we’d have a problem.” 

“What about wasps and yellowjackets?” 

“Ah! They’re bugs of another color! Mean as the dickens! They can be very 
aggressive. Never, ever, ever touch their nests. But honey bees? Do you know 
they’re the only bugs who make food for humans?” 

“They are? What about crickets? Daddy told me people eat crickets because 
they’re good for you.” 

“Really? My goodness! I’d have to be awfully hungry to eat a cricket,” I said 
and wondered if they sat around all night watching National Geographic specials 
on television. “Well, if your daddy said it then I’m sure it’s true.” His daddy 
Archie was so good looking he made me stutter and blush. He was also a 
Harvard Ph.D. Not exactly a dummy. “But we don’t eat honey bees. They make 
food for us. Do you see the difference?” 

“Uh-huh.” Hunter smiled at me and my heart melted. “If you ate a bee you 
might get stung in the tongue!” 

“There’s no might about it!” I said and smiled at him. “Or in your tummy!” 

Slam! 

Tyler was headed back our way. I took the magnifying glass from him. 

“Tyler? Hold my glass in place so this little bee doesn’t fly away. Okay, 
gentlemen, see there? Look at that! Honey bees are very hairy around the 
perimeter of their eyeballs. And their eyes have over five thousand prisms! Isn’t 
that cool?” 

“Yeah! Wow!” they both said together. 

“Here’s a hairy eyeball,” Hunter said. He stepped back into a warriorlike 
stance, set his jaw firmly, and frowned at me, staring without blinking. 

“That’s also known as stink-eye,” I said with a giggle. 

Tyler said, “How come they have hairy eyeballs?” 

“Because they just do. No one seems to have discovered a good reason yet. It 



could be to discourage dust and other kinds of debris from settling on them.” 

Tyler added, “How do you know they have five thousand prisms? Did you 
count them?” 

I laughed and said, “No, honey, I read it somewhere. But they’re interesting 
little critters, aren’t they?” 

Hunter began running in small circles, looking sk 3 rward. I mean, how long did 
I really expect him to pay attention? 

“What else do you know?” Hunter said. 

“I know you’re going to throw up if you don’t stop that,” I said. 

“No! Tell us something else!” Tyler said. 

“Well, I just told your brother that honey bees are the only insects that make 
food for us!” 

“Cool!” they said. 

“There are still a lot of mysteries to solve about honey bees.” 

Then the screaming started. 

“Holly! Help me! ” Dramatic pause to gain momentum. “Helllllppppp! ” 

“Coming! Hang on!” I called back. “Oh, Lord,” I muttered. 

“Help!” 

“Is that Mith Katherine?” Tyler said. 

“Who else would it be? QB! The big queen bee! You boys run along now. 
She’s okay. I promise!” I said and kind of sauntered back into the house at my 
own pace, discarding parts of my beekeeper outfit as I went through the back 
door. The boys turned on their heels and ran home. There was little doubt that 
they would report the bee facts I’d given them to their father. But I knew that 
they might or might not relate the story of my mother screaming bloody murder, 
because she did it all the time. How terrible that it happened so often that 
everyone took it for granted. 

By the time I got to her room, I only had the overalls left to ditch, and there 
she was in all her glory, crumpled to the floor with her nightgown hiked up 
around her waist. 

“Help me up,” she said. 

I pulled her nightgown down to cover her lady parts, but there was no chance 
on this earth that I could lift her bulky weight. I reached for the phone to call 
911. 

“Pick me up. Holly!” 

“Momma, you know I can’t do that. You’re too heavy.” 

“That’s a damn lie. If your sister was here, she’d take care of me one helluva 
lot better than you do!” 

“Well, she’s not here, is she?” 



I tapped the numbers into the phone. 

“What’s your emergeney?” 

“Hey, Darlene. It’s Holly Jensen over on the baek beaeh? Momma fell out of 
bed, and well, you know, I ean’t piek her up.” 

“Don’t you even try to move her. Miss Holly. I’ll get Anthony over there in 
two shakes. I’m sure she’s okay, don’t you worry. How’re your bees doing? We 
sure have been enjoying the honey you gave us.” 

“Oh, I’m so glad to know that. My bees are fine, thanks. Remember, there’s 
plenty more honey where that eame from!” 

Momma was instantly irked. “I’m lying here on the floor, maybe near death! 
And, you’re on the phone diseussing bees and honey? You’ve got to be kidding 
me! What if my hip’s broken?” 

I thanked Darlene and hung up. She had reeently married Mark Tanenbaum, 
and everyone said she was the most beautiful bride they’d ever seen. He was a 
handsome devil, too. 

“Momma? Your hip’s not broken. You’d be sereaming in agony. And even if it 
is, there’s nothing wrong with being niee onee in a while. You ought to try it.” 

“Don’t be fresh with me. You’re only talking like that to me beeause I’m in a 
eompromised position.” 

“No, ma’am. I’m talking to you like that beeause I’m telling you the truth.” 

In minutes, there was a knoek at the door and the voiee of Anthony Stith, the 
head of the fire department, rang out in a melodious but thunderous boom. Boy, 
that was quiek, I thought. 

“Anybody home?” he ealled. 

“Baek here!” I answered but rushed out to meet him all the same. I pulled my 
eardigan around me. “Oh, Anthony! Thank you for eoming!” 

“Happy to help,” he said pleasantly. 

Momma, for onee, said nothing. Anthony stepped into the room. Two EMS 
workers waited in the hallway with a eollapsible gurney. They must’ve been 
elose by to arrive here so quiekly. But then, nobody was that far away from 
anybody on our tiny island, whieh was perhaps four miles long, depending on 
erosion and aeeretion. 

“How y’all doing. Miss Katherine?” he asked. 

“Obviously, not so well,” she answered, as if it were Anthony’s fault she was 
lying on the floor. 

I looked through the window at Arehie’s little boys ehasing eaeh other around 
their yard. 

“They’re eute little raseals, aren’t they?” Anthony said. “Terrible thing about 
their momma’s passing, isn’t it?” 



“I’d give anything in the world to have kids like them,” I said. 

“Oh, please,” Momma said. “Children are so overrated.” 

“Thanks a lot. Momma,” I said and rolled my eyes at Anthony. 

He just smiled and, undeterred by her notorious bad manners, knelt by her 
side. 

“Do you mind if I poke around a little bit?” 

“Just what do you mean by that?” 

Anthony smiled again. “I mean, do you have any pain an 3 rwhere? Can you 
move your arms?” 

Momma moved her arms. “I imagine I’m still alive.” 

“That’s good,” he said. “Now, ean you point your toes?” 

She did as she was told, but when he asked her to bring her knee up to her 
ehest, she grimaeed in pain. 

“I don’t like the looks of that,” Anthony said. “Now, Miss Katherine, I know 
you don’t like going to the hospital and all. . .” 

“Oh, no!” she said, with the smallest objeetion on reeord. “Not the hospital!” 

He was joking. My mother loved the hospital! She thought it was like going to 
a spa. In faet, she kept an overnight bag paeked, just in ease. 

The fellows from EMS moved in, lowered the gurney to the floor, and 
between them managed to lift my mother’s eonsiderable bulk onto it. 

“Get my bag from the eloset. Holly! And my medieine. And eall Leslie! She’ll 
want to know.” 

“Yes, Momma. I will.” 

My sister, Leslie, would not eare. The only thing Leslie had ever eared about 
was getting out of here. And she was reasonably niee to me beeause I took eare 
of the beast of a mother we shared. I always wondered if Leslie thought I was 
going to be Momma’s nursemaid forever. It wasn’t that I wanted sueh a faney 
life. But I did want more than this. 

“How is Leslie?” Anthony asked. “She was always sueh a pretty girl.” 

Everybody on this island knew Anthony had a sweet spot for Leslie. She was 
his first sort of serious girlfriend, but she dumped him for Charlie Stevens when 
his family moved to Charleston in her junior year of high sehool. Charlie 
Stevens’s family had big money from a string of ear dealerships they owned all 
through the South and the Midwest. 

“Leslie’s the same,” I said. “I’ll tell her you asked about her.” 

God, Leslie was sueh a dog. If I eaught her going wild with Charlie in the 
baek seat of his daddy’s ear onee, I eaught her a thousand times. Yeah, Leslie 
sure did like all that sweaty stuff. Not me. Until reeently I was pretty sure it was 
only for the purpose of proereation. At least that’s what the elergy drilled into 



my head. At school I was so naive that I believed it. An 3 rway, as we all know, it 
wasn’t as if I had anyone interested in sharing that sort of experience with me, so 
there was no point in getting excited about it. At least, not so far. Although I had 
been entertaining more than a few thoughts about the widower next door. Life 
could be so easy if he fell in love with me. I could have children without having 
to give birth. And I would be next door to Momma, who was sure to leave me 
the house when she went. Wouldn’t she? And then I wouldn’t have to move my 
hives. 

I grabbed Momma’s bag from her closet and her medicine from the bathroom 
and followed them all outside. They were headed to the emergency room at East 
Cooper Hospital because that was where you went when EMS picked you up for 
a ride on this island. 

“Now, don’t you worry,” Anthony said, “we’re gonna take good care of your 
momma.” 

“I wasn’t worried for a moment,” I said. “Thanks!” 

I got into my car and, as I followed the ambulance over the causeway, thought 
about the way the water sparkled and how at this time of year it was almost 
sapphire blue. The sky was strewn with wisps of clouds and the sun was so 
bright it hurt your eyes to look up. The spartina was still brown. I knew the 
edges of it were razor sharp, but from a distance it was so beautiful you would 
love to run your hand across its top as you would a fur coat. The landscape alone 
would make a poor person feel as rich as cream. 

As I passed through Mount Pleasant, whose fast-growing population was 
being watched by urban developers across the country, I began to wonder about 
myself and my life in general. Seemed like I was doing that sort of wondering 
more and more often. It wasn’t that I was so miserable or so ungrateful or even 
jealous of Eeslie. It was just that I wondered how a girl like me could ever make 
her life mean anything. 



“Hunter? Did you know honey bees have 
pockets on their legs to store pollen? It makes 
them weigh fifty percent more by the end of their 

day. ” 

“What? They need to go to Weight Watchers!” 
“Oh, Hunter. ” 


Chapter Two 



Bee Calm 


Somewhere between leaving the hospital and arriving at Publix to buy groeeries, 
I made a deeision. I was going to invite Arehie MaeLean and the boys over for 
dinner. Why not? Carin had been in heaven for long enough for him to enjoy 
some female eompany without feeling guilty. And with Momma in the hospital 
—they were keeping her overnight for observation and to run some tests—the 
timing was perfeet. I was exeited about the possibilities of eompany, 
daydreaming that the boys were mine and wondering what it would be like to be 
married to a man ten years older than I was. I didn’t even unload my ear or take 
the groeeries inside. I was so exeited, I’d even eoughed up the money for store- 
bought flowers, a rare indulgenee. And, the weather felt a lot eooler than it had 
been in the morning, whieh I took as a good omen. In faet, everything seemed 
like a good omen. 

I marehed right up their front steps, erossed the poreh, knoeked on the door, 
and waited. 


Archie answered and, of course, Tyler and Hunter were right behind him, 
nearly colliding with each other as they sock-skated toward the door across their 
gleaming heart pine floors. Archie, whose longish hair was sexy as hell, was 
wearing corduroy pants, a plaid shirt, and a thin cardigan, looking every inch the 
kindly and distinguished professor that he was. He reminded me of Alexander 
Skarsgard. I mean, break a sweat. 

“Well, hi. Holly,” he said. “Would you like to come in? How’s your mother?” 

“Oh, no, thanks; she’s fine. Nothing broken. Her doctors wanted her to stay 
the night just to be sure she’s okay.” 

“Well, that’s good news,” Archie said. “I’m sure you’re relieved, too.” 

“Of course,” I said. 

“Mith Holly!” Tyler shouted. “Come see my map of Italy I’m drawing for 
extra credit!” 

“Cool it, Tyler,” Archie said. 

I smiled and said, “I was iust thinking, wouldn’t it be nice if y’all came over 
for dinner?” 

“Well, thank you! I was just going to order a pizza for the kids.” 

“Well, I’m making chicken and mashed potatoes with little green peas. 
Nothing fancy.” 

“That sure sounds better than pizza,” Archie said, with a smile so honest and 
beautiful, it almost made me gasp. 

“I hope so,” I said. 

Tyler and Hunter began rubbing their stomachs and licking their lips while 
making 3 mm-yum grunts. 

“Mmmm! Mashed potatoes!” Hunter said. 

“Are you sure it’s not an inconvenience?” Archie said. “You do so much for 
us. I don’t want to impose.” 

“You couldn’t impose if you wanted to! Not even one tiny little bit!” I said. 
“See y’all in about an hour?” 

“That sounds fine. Thank you!” Archie said and then turned to his boys. 
“Gentlemen? Synchronize your watches! We depart at eighteen hundred hours!” 

“We don’t have watches. Daddy,” Tyler said with his toothless lisp. “We’re 
still too little. Remember?” 

Maybe I’d buy both boys watches for Christmas. Batman or Mickey Mouse 
watches? 

“Great! See you soon!” I said and left. 

I took the bags of groceries from the trunk of my car and hurried inside to get 
supper started. This wasn’t going to be a romantic dinner with candles, but I put 
on my favorite Tony Bennett album of George Gershwin’s music an 3 rway. I just 



wanted to see how motherhood and marriage might feel. You know, just try it on, 
like a sweater. Oh, sure, I had made dozens of peanut butter and jelly sandwiehes 
for the boys after sehool or on the weekends when Arehie had an errand to do, 
even before they lost Carin. I was sure the boys looked at me like an adopted 
aunt of sorts, beeause I got plenty of hugs from them. And I had also wiped 
away buekets of tears when they felt blue or angry or frustrated. In the first days 
after we buried Carin, I’d taken them easseroles and eake, just like all the other 
women on the island. It was our tradition, and a niee one, I thought. But this 
would be the first time I eooked for Arehie and the boys in my own house with 
them all there. 

When Momma wasn’t ranting and raving, she oeeasionally delivered some 
wisdom. One of her favorite sayings had to do with the way to a man’s heart 
being through his stomaeh. I’d dazzle him with my speeial ehieken dish. I wasn’t 
a gourmet or anything elose to it, but I had a way with ehieken, thanks to a 
reeipe I’d eut out of Southern Living magazine ages ago. 

I washed and eut the potatoes into ehunks and dropped them into a pot of 
salted water with their skins left on and set them on the stove on a high flame. I 
always used a potato rieer on the eooked potatoes that would eateh all the skins 
when they were pushed through. Then I opened the paekage of boneless, skinless 
ehieken breasts, laid them on paper towels, and blotted them dry. I mixed two 
eggs in a soup plate with some milk and salt and pepper, and I put a eup of flour 
on another plate. I slieed a lemon and browned it in some olive oil and butter. 
Then I dredged the ehieken breasts in flour, dipped them in the egg mix, and 
browned them all, putting them aside to rest as they were done. When we were 
ready to sit down I’d squeeze the juiee of a whole lemon in my frying pan along 
with a big ehunk of butter to make a sauee. Then the ehieken would go baek in 
the sauee with the lemon sliees to warm it up and eoat it all in lemony, buttery 
heaven. At the last moment. I’d drizzle it with honey and sprinkle mineed ehives 
from my garden over the top. Even my mother liked it. It was that good. 

I flipped the album over and set the table in the kitehen, beeause we never 
used the dining room, exeept on Thanksgiving and Christmas. Besides, it was 
half eovered with mail, mostly eatalogs my mother refused to let me throw away. 
She had a blaek belt in shopping. 

The groeery store flowers went into a glass vase in the eenter of the table. I 
used our newest plaee mats and paper napkins folded in triangles. The next 
ehallenge was finding four unehipped plates, and to my surprise, I did. When it 
was all put together, the table looked inviting. Not magazine worthy, but it had a 
wholesome eharm. 

By six, everything was ready. A fresh piteher of ieed tea stood on the eounter. 



because of course we drank iced tea all year round. The peas were buttered, the 
chicken was sauced, and the potatoes were whipped into velvet ribbons. A Mrs. 
Smith’s frozen apple pie was bubbling away in the oven, and it was as domestic 
a scene as any woman ever set. All I needed was a golden retriever to star in a 
Martha Stewart tableau. The doorbell rang. On the way to answer it, I glanced at 
myself in the hall mirror to see that I had forgotten to put on lipstick or to brush 
my hair and thought. Oh, well, too late for vanity. I bit my lips to give them 
some color. Didn’t Scarlett O’Hara do that when Rhett showed up unexpectedly? 

“Come in! Everything is ready! Did you boys wash your hands?” 

“Yup,” Tyler said. “What’s that thmell?” 

“Apple pie baking in the oven,” I said. 

“Yum!” Tyler said and raced ahead. 

“I washed my hands two times!” Hunter said. “Can we have pie first?” 

“It never stops. My little rule breaker,” Archie said and ruffled Hunter’s hair. 
“No.” 

“Pie is for dessert!” I said. “If you eat your dinner, that is.” I surprised myself 
by saying something that sounded so parental, but when I looked at Archie’s 
face, he was unfazed by my words. The stress of the days since he’d lost Carin 
was still all over his face. 

Tyler was already in the kitchen, having raced ahead, peering into the oven to 
confirm that there was indeed pie in his future. 

“Close that oven door, young man,” Archie said and looked at me. “I’m sorry. 
He knows better.” 

“It’s totally okay,” I said. “Now, what would y’all like to drink?” 

I poured milk for the boys and iced tea for Archie and me and we sat down to 
eat. I caught a side glance of Archie and saw that he had double dimples in his 
cheeks. I loved dimples because I thought they were a sign of being good 
natured. 

“So, boys? Are y’all having a good year in school?” I asked, thinking. That’s 
what a mom would ask. 

They both bobbed their heads. 

“Well, would you like to tell your dad and me something that’s going on? 
Tyler? You go first.” 

Tyler, the second-grader, said, “Well, we’re learning how to carry one, you 
know, in math.” 

“And is that easy for you?” I asked. 

“It’s not hard,” he said. “I’m better at it than most of the kids.” 

“Great!” I said. 

“That’s good, son! Keep up the good work!” 



“How about you, Hunter? What’s new in kindergarten?” 

“Hmmm?” he said and looked up to the eeiling to see if the answer was there. 
In typieal baby-of-the-family style, he deeided to make it funny. “Well, last 
Monday our elass pet, whieh is a snake, got loose and Miss Langbein, our 
teaeher, almost fainted. But we found it and put it baek, the boys did, that is. All 
the girls were standing on their ehairs pretending to be seared. It was just a little 
old garter snake.” 

He sniekered. 

“How about you, Arehie? What’s new at the College of Charleston?” I said, 
feeling like I was doing pretty well as a pseudo parent. 

“Oh, interesting and earthshaking things, of eourse!” he said. 

“Like what?” Tyler asked. 

Arehie looked at them as though they eouldn’t possibly want to know what 
was making the earth shake. 

“Yeah, Dad, eome on!” Hunter said. “Can I please have more mashed 
potatoes?” 

With a nod, I got up and spooned out more potatoes for Hunter and then 
offered some to Tyler, who bobbed his head in assent. Yes, dinner was going 
really well. 

“Thanks,” they whispered. 

“Okay. So, this week I’ve introdueed my World Religion 301 honors students 
to eargo eults.” 

“What’s a eargo eult?” Tyler asked. 

For whatever reason, I jumped in and said, “Well, break it down, Tyler. A eult 
refers to a group of people who believe something that’s a nontraditional 
spiritual set of beliefs.” 

“Very good!” Arehie said. “You get an A!” 

“Thank you,” I said. “But what’s the eargo part of it?” 

“In the late nineteenth and early twentieth eenturies there were still many 
indigenous tribes who lived in remote areas, sueh as islands in the South Paeifie. 
This phenomenon began around 1885, at the height of the British eolonization 
period, and eontinued on through World War II. With World War II, the Japanese 
and then the United States needed airstrips to land eargo planes. So they ehose a 
few islands and sent men there to build runways and towers. When our planes 
began to land there, well, this was a wondrous thing to the native people who 
had never left the bush. They had never even dreamed about airplanes, mueh less 
the manufaetured goods the soldiers gave them. After the war, the planes left and 
abandoned the air bases and there were no more riehes eoming from the sky.” 

“Wait a minute. Dad,” Tyler said. “Did these people think the guys from the 



planes were gods?” 

“Yes! And after the war, the people felt abandoned and they began to perform 
rituals to bring the men from the sky baek to them.” 

“So, while the rest of the world was wearing elothes and driving ears made in 
faetories,” I said, “these people lived so remotely that the planes, the soldiers, 
with their uniforms and weapons, seemed like aliens from another planet or 
gods?” 

“Yes!” Arehie said. 

“Where exaetly did this happen?” Hunter said. “I want to pin it on my map.” 

Hunter and Tyler shared a large wall map of the world in the hallway between 
their bedrooms. 

“Start with the Fiji islands,” Arehie said. 

“We ean read more at the library, if you’d like to,” I said. “I know I’d like to 
learn more about them.” 

By seven fifteen, there wasn’t a teaspoon of dinner left in a pot or pan. Tyler 
and Hunter ate like starving animals, as young boys do, and even Arehie had 
seeonds of everything. They insisted on doing the dishes over my objeetions and 
order was quiekly restored. 

Arehie and I were standing on the front poreh saying good night. It was as 
dark as piteh outside, with only our poreh lights and one streetlight to see where 
you were going. Tyler had ehallenged Hunter to a raee home and they were 
already on their poreh, ealling baek to us. 

“Is the door open?” Tyler ealled. 

“Yes,” Arehie ealled out with a thumbs-up. Then he turned to me. “Thanks for 
a wonderful supper.” 

“You’re weleome.” 

“You’re so great with kids. Don’t you have a degree in early edueation?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why aren’t you using it?” 

“If I went to work full-time, who would tend the queen bee? Even in my 
hives, the queen ean’t feed herself. My momma’s like that.” 

He gave me an inquisitive look, as though I might be too soft to funetion in 
the real world or as though Momma was a bona fide eraekpot. 

“Besides, I have a dream of teaehing at the Sullivan’s Island Elementary 
Sehool, and so does everyone else. I’m waiting for a slot.” 

“Well, you’re a darned good eook,” he said. 

“Thanks,” I said. “Cargo eults, huh?” 

“Yeah, eargo eults. I love all that stuff.” 

“Me, too, I think.” 



“Where’d you learn to eook like that?” 

“I’m self-taught in self-defense.” 

I eould see his eyes twinkle even in the low light. He was probably 
envisioning Momma frying up some Spam and grits for dinner. Or something 
worse. 

“Onee I had a birthday party and the queen baked these easseroles. I 
remember two things. My sister broke the pihata before anyone else had a 
ehanee to give it a whaek, and everyone went home with salmonella. She 
must’ve left them in the sun.” 

He was grinning widely. “That must’ve been some party!” 

“The worst,” I said. 

We just looked at eaeh other for a moment, and then I eould see that he was 
having a eamal moment beeause he gave me that look. Yes, Arehie MaeLean, 
this would be the moment the boy kisses the girl. He eleared his throat instead. 

“Well, good night then,” he said. 

“Good night.” I elosed the door, leaned against it, and giggled. 

Did I really want a guy with graying temples and double dimples? Did I really 
want those forty-year-old hands on my thirty-year-old skin? Yes, as a matter of 
faet, I did. 

I deeided to eall Leslie and tell her about Momma. Here’s the thing: If I didn’t 
eall her, she’d be annoyed with me, saying how eould I do sueh a thing? If I 
ealled her, she’d be annoyed. 

I poured a large glass of wine to fortify myself, from the box I kept on the 
pantry floor, and dialed her number. She answered on the third ring. I don’t 
know why, but she always said I should never piek up the telephone before the 
third ring. Maybe it was beeause she was always waiting for a boy to eall her 
and she didn’t want to seem pathetieally anxious. 

“Hey, it’s me. There’s news from the island,” I said. 

“Hey, yourself. I didn’t hear jungle drums,” she said, as though she was a 
eomedian. 

“Yeah, well, I had to put Momma in the hospital today.” 

“Again?” 

“Yeah. Very dramatie, as usual.” 

“I’m sure. I already know the answer to this, but is she okay?” 

“Of eourse, she is.” 

“Well, what happened?” 

“She fell out of bed again,” I said. “Seeond time this month.” 

“She’s still there?” 

“Yep, they wanted to rule out brain tumor, broken bones . . . you know, a 



whole litany of stuff.” 

“Jeez. A zillion dollars in tests for nothing.” 

“That’s what they do these days.” 

“It’s praetieally eriminal. Should I send flowers? I mean, I ean do that. No 
problem. Would it eheer her up?” 

“That’s your eall. Would anything eheer her up besides you eoming home? I 
expeet I’ll bring her home tomorrow. Maybe send them to the house?” 

“Okay. I’ll send her something fun. What about getting some kind of 
guardrails? You know, the kind you use for toddlers?” 

I looked at the eeiling. Didn’t my sister know how impossibly juvenile our 
mother was? “Right! Then she’d erawl over them and fall on her head, and I’d 
really be in trouble. You know, she breaks a hip, pneumonia sets in, and pffft! 
She’s a goner!” 

“Well? That’s one answer, isn’t it?” 

“Leslie! You’re terrible.” 

“Gallows humor, sister. Gallows humor.” 

“Funny but not really. So how are you and Charlie doing?” 

“We’re fine. Well, I’m fine. Charlie’s been aeting sort of odd.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I don’t know. Just odd. He wants to go to Atlantie City. He hates gambling! 
But suddenly, he wants to go to Atlantie City and see a buneh of shows.” 

“Sounds like fun to me.” 

“Sounds like fun beeause you’re stuek on that miserable island with the Queen 
of Mean. You know I don’t like all that noise. And all that eraziness.” 

Wait. Was my sister no longer Miss Party Hearty? 

“Well, darlin’? Maybe that’s why he’s got a hankering to go to Atlantie City! 
To inspire you!” 

“To do what? Wear high heels to bed? Get myself a trashy see-through ehiffon 
robe to wear while I fry the ehieken?” 

“And here I always thought you were the wild one!” 

“Well, now you know. An 3 rway, we’re going to Atlantie City next week for 
four days. I’ll let you know how it goes.” 

“And I’ll keep you posted on Momma.” 

“Do that. I’ll eall 1-800-Flowers in the morning.” 

“So, aren’t you going to ask me how I’m doing?” 

I eould hear a deep sigh. 

“How are you doing?” she said. “What’s new? Nothing, right?” Everyone 
thought I was a pitiful old maid at thirty. 

“Um, aetually? I had Arehie and his boys over for dinner tonight.” Maybe I 



said it a little too brightly. The minute she heard a drop of happiness in my voiee, 
I knew I was going to get an earful. 

Dead silenee. Followed by a slowly drawn out, “Really? Is there anything to 
report?” 

“Beyond one marginally awkward moment when he was leaving? Nope.” 

“Hmm. What did you eook?” 

“Chieken. Lemon ehieken with mashed potatoes, peas, and hot apple pie.” 

More silenee. 

I finally said, “Are you still there?” 

“Yeah. Listen, Holly. You’re my little sister and I don’t want to see you get 
hurt. Arehie has a Ph.D. in world religion from Harvard Divinity Sehool, for 
God’s sake. You’re a niee girl and all that, but he’s light-years out of your 
league. Can’t you see that?” 

Two eould play this game. 

“Jesus, Leslie! I made ehieken and mashed potatoes, not lobster and eaviar. 
And I did it mainly for his boys. They hardly ever get a home-eooked meal. Do 
you know how many pizza boxes are in their garbage?” 

“So now you’re looking through their garbage eans? Oh, Holly. This is so sad 
I don’t know what to say!” 

“No. It is not sad. And no, I do not go through their garbage. They’re stieking 
out of the top of the ean, and when I roll ours out to the eurb on piekup day, 
there are the boxes poking out of the eans like a ery for help.” 

“Oh, okay then. Sorry. Charlie says I always jump to judgment. Maybe he’s 
right. That was niee of you to make them dinner. Did they have a good time?” 

“I thi nk so. There’s not a erumb left. And they did the dishes.” 

“You know, Arehie’s hot. You know that, right?” 

“Yes, for an old dude. I’m not blind.” 

“Don’t let him take advantage of you. Holly.” 

I wanted to say. Why not? Everybody else does. But instead I said, “Oh, 
please. What’s a little ehieken between friends?” 



Archie was staring at my apiary. “Ever read 
David Foster Wallace?” 

“No, ” 1 said. “Should I? ” 

“Why not? He said. Everything takes time. 
Bees have to move very fast to stay still. 

“He’s right. They flap their little wings two 
hundred and thirty times a second to hover. ” 


Chapter Three 



Buzzing Along 


Our old house was a classic clapboard island cottage, painted white some years 
ago, with a silver tin roof and porches around the front and the back, their floors 
slanted for runoff during the horrific rains that regularly saturated all the islands. 
We had working shutters on every window and slim French doors with their 
original glass from 1860. There was a Pawleys Island hammock, four rockers, 
and a glider from the 1950s on the front porch. They had more mileage than my 
sister. A table and four chairs stood on the back porch that no one ever used, 
along with garbage cans and an old Weber grill. You would say it was 
comfortable, and it was. 

I had slept peacefully, not having to listen for Momma calling me in the night. 
I was feeling pretty good at first when I turned over in bed and woke up. But as I 
became fully conscious, I remembered I was irked with Leslie. Why did she 


always want to make me feel so awkward? What was the matter with her? What 
was the matter with me for listening to her? Probably a lot. But to be honest, I 
earried around a nagging feeling inside, like I was still waiting for my real life to 
begin. Meanwhile, here I was, thirty, with no real eareer or prospeets of one, 
even though I had that sweet degree in elementary edueation and was on a wait 
list for the island elementary sehool. I was living in limbo, not a thoroughly 
unpleasant state, but not a very satisfying one, either. In the meanwhile, I told 
myself as I brushed the tangles of night from my hair, I would eontinue to do the 
few things that time allowed me to do and that I liked to do. And maybe I should 
get another kind of job. Something part-time. Anything that would get me out of 
the house. I eould hire someone to sit with Momma or to eheek on her a few 
times a day. It would be good for me. I knew she would seream her head off if I 
went to work an 3 rwhere out of earshot. Maybe if I did, she would regroup and 
stop pretending to be siek all the time. And hellfire, she didn’t own me. The 
thought of breaking out was so delieious, I eould already taste my freedom. 

It was a beautiful morning, not as warm as yesterday had been, and I thought 
that was good. After my favorite breakfast parfait of yogurt, fruit, granola, and 
my own honey, I dressed and went outside with a big mug of steaming hot 
eoffee. The yard was saturated with heavy dew that would surely evaporate as 
the sun began its daily elimb. By midday, people would be shedding their light 
jaekets and sweaters, but by five they’d be reaehing for them again: elassie 
Loweountry weather. 

Arehie’s ear was gone, whieh meant he had taken the boys to sehool and then 
probably gone downtown to the eollege. I thought about him, wondering what it 
must have been like to study religion at a plaee like Harvard, and then to spend 
your life eonsidering the objeets and rituals and beliefs that people held saered. I 
had loved our diseussion about eargo eults. 

Even though I had lived my whole life on this island, I knew there was life 
beyond the Vatiean. I’d read a little about Tibetan Buddhism and what it meant 
to be Hindu. And I knew quite a bit about Judaism beeause Charleston had one 
of the oldest Reformed temples in the eountry. Needless to say, beeause the Holy 
City’s founding fathers’ prineiples were grounded in the belief that all people 
should worship in whatever manner they pleased, we had an unusually wide 
variety of plaees to praise the Almighty. I wondered about how Arehie prayed. 
To be honest, that was between him and his Maker. None of my beeswax, so to 
speak. On a very odd note. I’d never seen him take the boys to ehureh on 
Sunday. Maybe at some point I’d gently suggest that the boys were weleome to 
eome with me. That would require a high level of diplomaey, beeause people got 
all weird when it eame to talking about religion in general, even people with 



Ph.D.s from Harvard Divinity School. I just really thought children needed to 
believe in something greater than themselves. Everyone did. If they could 
manage it, that is. 

I took a leisurely stroll through my garden, making a mental list of chores to 
be done, and, of course, I talked to my bees. They were better company than 
most humans I knew. 

“Good morning, ladies! Guess what I did last night? I made dinner for our 
neighbors and they loved it! What do you think about that? I made chicken and 
mashed potatoes and ...” I went on describing the meal to them and the 
conversation with my sister. “And she says Charlie wants to take her to Atlantic 
City. Wouldn’t it be fun to play slot machines and see some celebrities and 
entertainers? An 3 rway, she thinks Archie is way out of my league. Do you think 
she’s right? I think she’s an a-hole. She and Momma are two rotten peas in a 
rotten pod.” 

The girls were buzzing all around in the flowers collecting pollen and nectar 
and I was gently moving among them, pulling some of the weeds that would 
strangle my flowers if I ignored them. Somewhere over the course of the winter I 
had decided to get more serious about keeping my garden in flowers all year. If it 
had color? It counted, especially if it was purple. Honey bees loved purple 
flowers. I’d plant some things like ornamental grasses that had pink plumes or 
variegated leaves that changed color with the seasons. And I’d beef up the herb 
garden because honey bees loved basil, lavender, cilantro, rosemary, and thyme. 

“So, yeah. I’m going over to the hospital in a little bit. See how Momma is 
doing. I’m sure she’s okay, but she’s no rocking babe anymore and that’s when 
bad stuff starts to happen. She’s just in her sixties, but she’s old for her age. 
Personally? I think she’s just mad because she’s fat. Fat’s bad. It leads to all 
kinds of diseases. Maybe I’ll take the nurses a few jars of honey. And by the 
way. I’m getting a job.” 

I looked up to see Andy our UPS deliveryman’s truck pull over to the curb. 

“Morning, Miss Holly! Got a couple of things for you today.” 

“Well, thanks, Andy. Just toss them on the porch. I’ll see about them in a few 
minutes.” 

“That’s fine,” he said and took the boxes up the steps to the front porch. “By 
the way, you were right about my tire. But it didn’t go bad until I ran over a 
piece of sheet metal on 1-526.” 

“Well, then I’m extra glad to see you in one piece.” 

His face got all kind of funny looking. “How’d you know that was gonna 
happen?” 

“Andy, it’s the most peculiar thing. I looked at your truck and it just popped 



into my head. Andy’s gonna get a flat in that back tire. Just like someone was 
whispering to me.” 

“That’s kind of peeuliar,” he said and looked at me so strangely. 

“Come on, Andy. You’ve been knowing me for a dozen years. And this is the 
Loweountry.” 

“Yeah, I always forget that. You know my people eome from Spartanburg.” 

“Different world up there,” I said. 

“I reekon so,” he said and just stood there. 

“Would you like a jar of honey?” I said, thinking it might put him more at 
ease. “I was just going to get a few from the shed for the nurses at the hospital. I 
took Momma over there yesterday, and you know . . .” 

“Oh, I’m so sorry! Is she all right?” 

“Andy, the queen is always all right. You wait here, and I’ll be right baek.” 

I hurried to the gardening shed where I kept the jars of honey lined up on 
shelves. It was also where I kept the equipment that I used to spin the honey 
from the eombs and jar it, too. It eould be a very messy and stieky situation if I 
tried to do it in the house, so a few years ago I just took our old potting shed, 
painted it in pastels to mateh the hives, and sort of eonverted it to suit my needs. 
It wasn’t like anyone else would set foot in there an 3 rway. I grabbed a few, 
dropped them in a eanvas tote bag, and returned to Andy, who stood waiting 
patiently on the eonerete walkway to our front steps. I thought. Someday I might 
dig out all that awful eraeked eement and put in a pretty path of brieks in a 
herringbone pattern. I’d seen that done in Southern Living magazine and just 
loved it. Maybe Andy would like to help? That made me giggle to myself. 

I handed him some honey over peeans, whieh was just that. Peeans I shelled 
and eovered in honey. 

“Here you go! It’s good on everything,” I said. “Yogurt, iee eream, or a 
spoon.” 

“Well, thank you so mueh! That’s so niee of you!” Smiling, he turned to go. 

He had a very niee smile. 

“Happy to share!” I said and went to the poreh to put the paekages inside and 
to get my purse. 

I pieked up two small boxes from the poreh roeker. What had Momma bought 
now? More tunies? She had so many, she’d never live long enough to get her 
money’s worth out of them. That was for sure. Well, never mind eeonomy. How 
she spent her money was none of my beeswax, either. 

I loeked the house, drove over to the hospital, parked in visitor parking, and 
made my way to Momma’s room. I was feeling pretty relaxed and happy until I 
got there. There stood several doetors with seriously ehiseled expressions, like 



totem poles. I had obviously walked in on something eritieal. 

“Oh, don’t pay her no never mind,” Momma said. “That’s just Holly, my 
daughter.” 

“Hello,” eaeh one said, and of eourse I said hello baek. 

“How are you. Momma?” 

“Not so hot. It seems I have a tiny little thing on my liver and something else 
in my panereas the size of an M&M. Neither one of these things is good news.” 

She said it as though she was merely reporting the weather and without a 
trifling thought about how it might impaet me, but then, sensitivity wasn’t her 
thing. But I was so startled that I wasn’t sure I’d heard her eorreetly. 

“What?” I said. “Tell me this again?” Suddenly, I was dizzy, and I had to sit 
down. 

“Relax yourself. I’m not dying tomorrow,” she said. “These niee doetors want 
to wateh my tumors for a while to see if they ehange size or if anything pops up 
somewhere else.” 

One of the doetors turned to me and explained that the loeation of the tumors 
made them inoperable, but they also appeared to be benign. For now. 

“What if they’re not?” I asked. 

“Then we will see ehanges in their eomposition pretty quiekly. If that’s the 
ease, we ean radiate them. There’s a new protoeol for targeted ehemo, too. Mueh 
less invasive, less downtime.” 

“My God,” I said. 

The world ehanged in that moment. I looked at my mother, lying in her 
hospital bed, and realized she might be faeing something nasty that was going to 
eventually take her life even if she treated it. It was like a eonditional death 
sentenee. She glaneed over to me and bit her bottom lip, something she did when 
she tried to hold baek tears. I felt terribly sorry for her then. She seemed as 
vulnerable as the day Daddy ran off with his physieal therapist eleven years ago. 
Leslie and I didn’t blame him. After all, life with the QB was diffieult. He had 
all but vanished from our lives. 

I didn’t remember the doetors leaving, but I found myself alone with her. I 
should’ve asked them for their names and telephone numbers and for a eopy of 
the reports, but I had been so shoeked by the news, I had not. She was very 
quiet, whieh was eompletely unnerving. Finally, after a long while, she spoke. 
She had meditated herself into a ninety-miles-an-hour tither. 

“I feel fine,” she said in a manie voiee. “In faet, I don’t feel siek at all. Let’s 
get out of here.” 

She started to get out of bed. 

“Hold on there. Momma,” I said quiekly trying to maneuver her baek under 



the covers. “I don’t think that’s how this works.” 

“What do you mean? They can’t force me to stay here! I’m not a prisoner!” 

“Well, for one thing, you’ve got an IV in your arm.” I touched her shoulder, 
encouraging her to lean back against her pillows. 

She started to pull it out. 

“You watch. In five minutes, they’ll march back in here and say they want to 
do even more tests on me like I’m their personal guinea pig. I’m not going to 
have it. Plain and simple. Now, Holly, either you take me home or I’ll call a 
taxi.” 

“Momma, I. . .” 

“Don’t ‘Momma’ me. Pull this tape off and be quick about it.” 

There was no use in fighting her, but I sure hated it when her manic side got 
the better of her. On the other hand, she wasn’t wrong, really. She didn’t have a 
temperature. There was no visible sign of any real illness. And she was mighty 
determined. Besides, it did no good to argue with Katherine Jensen when she, 
pardon the expression, got a bee in her bonnet. I pulled the tape off; she pulled 
the needle out and put pressure on the puncture point. 

“Get me a tissue,” she said. 

I handed her one and she held it over the wound. 

“Now see if you can salvage a piece of that tape to hold this in place.” 

“Oh, Momma,” I said. 

Lord, she was difficult. There was no please or thank you to be had. I gave her 
a piece of tape; she secured it. 

“Now, I’m getting dressed,” she said. “Do you think I might have some 
privacy?” 

“Of course,” I said. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.” 

I stood in the hall outside her door and thought. Good Lord, her doctors are 
not going to like this. A moment later I heard a thud. I knew that thud. Momma 
was on the floor. Just to make the situation a little more interesting, when I tried 
to push her door open, her body was blocking it. I managed to push my head 
through. 

“You okay?” 

“Obviously not. My plan isn’t working out as I’d hoped.” 

“I’ll get help,” I said. 

“Damn it,” she said. 

I hurried along to the nurse’s station thinking to myself that it would be so 
nice if my mother knew how to behave herself. She was always right. She 
always had to have the last word. But this time, there was clearly something 
wrong. All this falling business had to have a cause behind it. And normally. 



whatever our definition of normal was, she enjoyed the hospital. She got lots of 
attention and she didn’t have to lift a finger. Maybe she was afraid. Maybe the 
doetors had given her really bad news before I got there, and her first impulse 
had been to run. 

“Exeuse me,” I said. “My mother is Katherine Jensen, in room 311. Well, I’m 
afraid she’s had a fall...” 

The nurse all but sprinted from her desk toward my mother’s room, grabbing 
two others along the way to help her. I got there just as the thinnest health eare 
worker in the world was inehing herself inside through the available spaee. 

“Now, just what’s going on here?” one of them said. 

They pressed the eall button and asked for two orderlies to eome help. Inside 
of a few minutes they had Momma baek in bed. 

“Does anything hurt, Mrs. Jensen?” the head nurse said. 

“I’m fine and I’d like to go home, if that’s all right with everyone,” she said. 

“Well, Mrs. Jensen, we have to get the doetor’s okay for that. He’s got to sign 
papers to release you.” 

“We’ll see about that,” she said. 

The nurse looked at her square in the faee and said, “Now, Mrs. Jensen. You 
gonna be trouble for me? My shift ends at five o’eloek. Why don’t you be 
trouble for the next shift and I’ll bring you all the ehoeolate pudding you ean 
eat? How ’bout it? Deal?” 

My mother, who needed an all-you-ean-eat deal like she needed another hole 
in her head, eonsidered endless ehoeolate pudding and said sheepishly, “Oh, all 
right, but only beeause you asked me so nieely.” 

The nurse nodded to another nurse, who hurried along to bring my mother the 
reward for her bad behavior. 

“Now, let’s get your IV baek in plaee,” the nurse said. 

Momma held out her hand as though she was offering the nurse an 
opportunity to kiss the ring of Saint Peter. 

The nurse looked at me and said, “She’s something else, your momma is.” 

“You’re telling me?” I said. 

“You ean run along now. Holly,” Momma said. “I’m in good hands here.” 

Peaee was restored. I went home to eall Leslie. 



“I’ve got another great bee quote for you, ’’ 
Archie said. “ ‘Hope is the only bee that makes 
honey without flowers. 

“Hmmm, ” I said. “Who said it? ” 

“Robert Green Ingersoll, known as the Great 
Agnostic. Born 1833, died in 1899. ” 

“He was an idiot. Any beekeeper will tell you 
there’s a God. ” 


Chapter Four 



Now What? 


I left Momma in the hospital and was driving baek toward the island. She was a 
fimny bird, eutting a deal with the promise of good behavior for the reward of 
ehoeolate pudding. But the doetors still had to get to the bottom of her issues. 
Then I remembered one of the nurses asking her how mueh exereise she got. 

Momma looked at her and proudly said, “None.” 

The nurse said, “Well, you know, a little exereise is good for you. If you just 
sit around all day, your museles atrophy and your mobility beeomes really 
eompromised.” 

Someone else suggested she give herself a eouple of daily tasks, like going to 
get the mail, taking out garbage, or pieking up the newspaper. “You know, start 
slowly.” 


Momma rolled her eyes heavenward and harrumphed loudly. She was having 
no part of exereise, if I knew her. And also, it would be a bitter eold day in hell 
before Katherine Jensen took adviee from anyone. But the nurse had offered a 
point to eonsider. Maybe balanee was the devil behind her falling. That would be 
eonsiderably better than a brain tumor, whieh was what I had been thinking she 
had. Then, in a moment of optimism, I had a thought that maybe her other 
tumors didn’t mean anything. Maybe she’d been bom with them. I had heard of 
that happening. And I wondered how she was feeling about her diagnosis. If it 
had been me. I’d be terrified to know there was something growing inside of me 
that would most assuredly kill me eventually unless something else got there 
first. If I was possibly faeing radiation or ehemo or surgery I’d be terrified. 
Caneer was very seary stuff. But perhaps this terrible news would make her 
realize she wasn’t really living her life. If she would begin moving herself even 
in the smallest ways, it eould lead to getting out of the house to go plaees besides 
the hospital. Like, maybe she’d like to go to Gwynn’s or to Croghan’s Jewel Box 
just to have her diamond washed. Maybe she’d like to go to ehureh, whieh 
would be my first stop if a doetor told me I had the smallest tumor of any kind. 

Traffie on the way home was miserable. All through Mount Pleasant, it was 
bumper to bumper, and I eaught every single red light. I deeided to stop at the 
Publix to buy something to make for supper, and on a lark, I took the plunge and 
filled out a job applieation. Something told me there was a job waiting for me 
and that I should seize the moment. I was like the seout bees, seeing what was 
out there within range of the hive. Sure enough, Publix was hiring and I was 
given a part-time position in the bakery. Should I take this job? Why not? I 
thought that it was the fastest interview in history. The pay was only minimum 
wage, but there were other advantages, like flexible hours. But first and 
foremost, it was going to save my sanity. Seeond, I eould add the money to my 
Maserati fund. I had a pipe dream about someday owning a gorgeous sports ear. 

“You’ll be reporting to Andrea Blatt. She’s been here forever,” Barbara 
Hagerty from Human Resourees said. “I hope you like deeorating eakes. We sell 
a lot of birthday eakes.” 

“Who doesn’t like deeorating eakes?” I said, knowing I’d never deeorated a 
eake with anything other than eanned frosting and press-on eandies that you had 
to peel off a pieee of eardboard that was so stiff that it eraeked the deeorations. I 
was so exeited, you’d have thought they just made me a network anehor on the 
six o’eloek national news. And I was exeited to take a shot at something 
ereative. 

“Great! Can you eome in tomorrow?” she said. 

“Sure! Why not?” I said. “And Barbara?” 



“Yes?” 

“Thanks,” I said. 

“Let’s see if you’re still grateful in six weeks!” She laughed and stood, 
indieating the interview was over. 

“I’m going to go and buy supper now,” I said and left her offiee to forage. 

In the produee aisle I was filling a bag with apples and I put them in the 
wrong eart. Then I walked that eart the whole way up the aisle. Just as I was 
about to add lemons, I realized it wasn’t my eart. I looked up into the faee of an 
old elassmate from high sehool. 

“Ted?” 

“Holly?” 

“Yeah! Wow.” Ted’s appearanee was vastly improved over the years. No aene, 
for one. “What are you doing here?” 

“Manhandling the eantaloupes and reseuing my eart. You?” 

No wedding ring. 

“Buying groeeries?” 

“Okay, well, niee to see you,” he said and handed me my bag of apples. 

“Yeah, you too.” 

Wow, he got eute, I thought. 

Thinly eut pork ehops were on speeial, so I grabbed a family-sized paek of a 
dozen, a double box of Stove Top stuffing, a huge jar of applesauee, and a bag of 
frozen spinaeh and drove baek to the island singing along with the radio. I had a 
job! And I was about to enjoy a perfeet meal. I’d fry up some baeon and use that 
grease to saute my pork ehops. And I’d bought myself wine in a bottle. I was 
eelebrating. Ajob! I’d been liberated! 

When I pulled into the driveway, Arehie and his boys were getting out of his 
ear with enormous baekpaeks that looked like they would topple the boys over 
from the weight of them. 

“Hey, Mith Holly!” Tyler ealled out. 

“Hey, Tyler!” I ealled baek. “How was your day?” 

He gave me a thumbs-up. I started unloading my trunk to bring the groeeries 
inside. 

“Do you need help?” Hunter yelled at the top of his little lungs. 

“Oh, no. I’m fine! But thank you, sweetheart.” He was so darling. 

“How’s your momma?” Arehie said, eoming over to the low hedge of 
pittosporum that edged his property. “I thought you might be bringing her home 
today.” 

“No, not yet,” I said, and somehow my voiee sounded strange to me. 

“I’m sorry. Have you had bad news?” 



“No—well, yes. For the moment, she’s all right. But long term? It’s unelear.” 

I relayed the story to him as I knew it. There was no point in sugareoating the 
news. In one way, I felt absolutely terrible about my mother’s possible illness, 
and in another way, the news of it and the retelling of it was strangely freeing. 
Naturally, there was a part of me, that young Catholie girl, that knew I should be 
ashamed of my blaek soul that delighted in any part of it. But I wasn’t ashamed 
one bit. I felt like this might be eosmie retribution for her thinking it was all right 
to steal my independenee while she indulged herself in every way imaginable. 

“Well, I’m terribly sorry to hear the news. Please tell your mother I asked 
about her and that we’ll be thinking about her. And you know. Holly, if there’s 
anything I ean do, or my boys, please tell us. You’ve been so great to us sinee, 
well, Carin, well, you know.” 

He still eouldn’t even bring himself to say what had happened and it had been 
months and months. He really loved her. 

“I know. It was so terrible. But I think we’re meant to help eaeh other when 
life gets too diffieult, don’t you?” 

“If we’re able to, yes. It’s one of the beautiful things about humanity. We 
aetually ean lift eaeh other up. Ease someone’s burden. And it’s just, well, it’s 
just niee to help others. There’s a speeial joy to be found in serviee. You know, 
being useful. Like your hives.” 

“Yes. Yes, there is something very speeial about helping eaeh other. Ask my 

bees. Your boys know that, too, whieh is sort of amazing, given their ages and all 
that.” 

“Thank you. I think they’ve learned a lot about empathy from you, too, and 
I’m very grateful. They’re good boys.” 

“They are wonderful boys,” I said. “Well, now I have to go and eall my sister 
and drop this lovely bomb on her.” 

“That won’t be easy,” he said. 

I eould see him then questioning whether I had the diplomatie finesse to 
deliver this kind of news in the right way. I looked at him as if to say. If you 
knew all the bullshit I’ve had to endure every day of my life, you’d never have a 
moment’s doubt about my eapaeity to deal with bad news. 

“I’ll be all right,” I said. “And Momma’s not even symptomatie of anything 

yet. But tumors are not a good thing.” 

I gave him a little wave and turned to go. In the baekground I eould hear Tyler 
yelling at Hunter for eating the last Oreo. And then I heard Arehie telling them 
to eut it out. All normaley had not been lost for them. They were eoping with 
their grief beeause they had eaeh other to pull themselves through eaeh day. But 
they still biekered, whieh in an odd way was a good sign. 



As I climbed the front steps my legs felt like they weighed a thousand pounds 
apiece. I realized then that I was exhausted. Of course, there was another 
package from UPS sitting on the rocking chair on the porch. I went inside, 
dropped my bag and the package on the dining room table, and took the 
groceries to the kitchen. I stood at the sink while I absentmindedly filled the 
kettle with water. Hot tea seemed like a good idea. Hot tea with honey. I 
wondered then if I should try to find our father and tell him about Momma. But 
in my guts, I knew he wouldn’t care. He wouldn’t. 

Dad wasn’t consciously cruel, but he was cruel nonetheless. He’d remarried 
and brought three more children into the world. He’d resurfaced long enough to 
get Leslie up the aisle six years ago. He sure did object wildly and loudly to 
contributing to Leslie’s wedding bills. Eventually he gave in but complained the 
whole time that Momma should’ve been saving for Leslie’s wedding expenses 
from the alimony and child support he’d given her all these years, as though he’d 
given her millions. I wondered then, if I ever married, would he assume he was 
doing the same for me? Probably not, if it entailed any financial responsibility. I 
wondered if his new children ever had to eat cereal for supper, as we had, or if 
they wore hand-me-downs, or if their mother cut their hair. Probably not. 

I had long considered myself to be fatherless due to lack of paternal interest. 
The more I thought about him, the more upset I became. If I ever did find 
someone to marry, I sure wouldn’t let that jerk overshadow my day as he had 
Leslie’s. I’d never forget the gossiping at her wedding. All those old biddies 
down at Stella Maris saying things like. Oh, isn’t he so good to come back to do 
this? I always said he was a good man. Well, you know, it was never easy for him 
living with her. Who could blame him for walking away from her? 

Not that they were wrong, but it sure shifted the tone of my sister’s wedding 
day, putting him in the spotlight. Leslie didn’t care. She was marrying the Wallet 
and she was immune to all else. About six months before the wedding Momma 
went on a crash diet, determined to look good for the big day. She’d be so drop- 
dead gorgeous. Daddy would be sorry he left, she said about a thousand times 
while she choked down dozens of hard-boiled eggs and chomped on celery 
sticks. When the day arrived, she looked the best that she had in ages, but a 
magician she wasn’t. And don’t you know Dad just had to bring his new wife 
with him? Would you believe Lola was her name? She looked like a young 
Jackie Kennedy. Momma took one look at her and wanted to just lay down and 
die. That was the other time I felt truly sorry for her. Getting kicked to the curb 
in front of Sullivan’s Island society is the worst. But being undone at your 
daughter’s wedding by the presence of the stunning woman who stole your 
husband is horrific. Momma wasn’t stupid; she knew he was catting around 



when she found eondoms hidden in the air eonditioner when she was ehanging 
the filter. 

As in many small towns aeross the eountry, everyone on this island has 
something to say about everybody’s business. I mean, most of the time I didn’t 
like Momma very mueh, but I didn’t like Dad at all. These were not easy people 
to like or love. But I didn’t want to see my mother publiely humiliated. 

It didn’t seem to bother Dad or Leslie. Not one bit. I remember I took Momma 
aside and said, “Serew Dad. Lola’s nothing but trash.” She burst into tears and I 
took her to the ladies’ room. She washed her faee and said, “I think I’d like to eat 
some eake.” That was the end of Skinny Katherine. Pretty soon. Big Mean 
Momma was baek. And maybe that’s another reason I didn’t leave her. By the 
time her divoree from Dad was final, she’d had enough rejeetion to last ten 
lifetimes. And while we’re on the subjeet of weight? Momma eould weigh a 
thousand pounds if she wanted to, but I had always worried for her health. 
Nowhere in any medieal journal did the experts say that being overweight was a 
good idea. It was just as dangerous as being too skinny. And now here we were. 
Momma’s health was offieially in jeopardy. Of eourse, while I eouldn’t swear 
her weight had a thing to do with it, it eouldn’t have helped. 

The whistle of the kettle snapped me baek into reality. I swirled a dollop of 
honey into the bottom of a mug, dropped a Constant Comment tea bag in, and 
eovered it all with boiling hot water. I deeided to eall Leslie first and eook 
supper later. It was still early. 

She answered on the third ring. Of eourse. 

“Hey,” I said. “You busy?” 

“Hey, Holly. No,” she said. “What’s going on?” 

“Well, here’s the bad news. Momma’s got some itty-bitty tumors in her liver 
and her panereas.” 

“What? Oh, no!” 

“Wait, hang on. Don’t get upset. The doetors think that whatever she’s got is 
benign, but they want to monitor her. So she’s still in the hospital beeause they 
want to do some more tests.” 

“Good grief! How’d she handle the news? Is she hysterieal?” 

“There was a moment of rebellion.” 

“Meaning?” 

“She deeided she was leaving and ripped the IV out of her hand.” 

“Sweet Mary, Mother of God. What happened?” 

“They bribed her to stay with ehoeolate pudding. Trust me, you don’t want the 
details. It was too stupid.” 

“I’m sure. So, what do you think? Do you think she’s dying?” 



“Not a chance. I thi nk the situation is serious but not dire. I mean, the doctors 
talked about some new treatment but said it was for down the road and only if 
necessary.” 

“Well, that makes me feel slightly better. I don’t have to panic and run home?” 

“Definitely not. There will be plenty of time to panic. But it’s not now.” 

“I didn’t order flowers yet. Should I wait?” 

“Up to you. She’ll probably come home tomorrow.” 

“Maybe I’ll just send her a card.” 

“Totally your call.” 

We chatted about Momma for a few more minutes and hung up. I promised to 
call her if anything changed. As always, she didn’t ask about my life. I didn’t tell 
her I got a job because she would’ve said icing cakes at Publix was declasse 
(which it was not) as though we grew up in the White House. But she came to be 
self-absorbed honestly, taking after our mother in so many ways. By tomorrow 
that card would become a phone call. I knew her. She didn’t go out of her way 
for anyone, not even her own mother. 

I drained my cup of tea and began digging around in the drawer for a 
corkscrew, thinking I’d have a glass of wine while I cooked like they did on 
fancy television programs like Julia Child’s. Of course, there was no corkscrew 
to be found. Then it dawned on me that Archie probably had one. I’d just go next 
door and borrow it. He wouldn’t mind. 

I went straight to the front door and had my hand on the doorknob when I 
realized this was an opportunity to impress him. I wasn’t unattractive, but my 
appearance was improved with grooming. So I brushed my hair and put on a 
little lip gloss. 

“Better,” I said to the mirror. 

A few minutes later, I rang his doorbell. He answered and seemed pleasantly 
surprised to see me there with a bottle of wine in my hands. 

“Well! What’s this? Are we having a party?” he said. “A bottle of mead?” 

Oh! He knew about mead! 

“No, sadly, it’s just wine. I can’t find our corkscrew. Do you have one I might 
borrow?” 

“Of course! Come in.” He held the door open and I stepped inside. 

“Thanks,” I said. “I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this, but I really love your 
floors.” 

Maybe saying love was overstating it. 

“You do?” 

“Yes. They’re so pretty and they really shine. But not like they’ve got some 
fake finish. Do you know what I mean? They have a lustrous quality, like pearls 



have a luster.” 

Was I really using a word with lust in it? Twiee? Did he read into that? His 
eyebrows were sort of serunehed together. Not good. 

“I have kind of a thing for flooring,” Arehie said. “All these boards are 
reelaimed from an old house in Walterboro that was being tom down. They’re 
hand-hewed and pegged. You don’t see that anymore. They get waxed by hand 
twiee a year. You know, for some guys it’s sports ears, although I wouldn’t mind 
a Lamborghini. For me? It’s flooring, whieh is also attainable.” He stopped and 
looked at me. “You might be the only person who ever notieed the patina.” 

“Really?” I didn’t tell him about the ear fund. 

“Yeah. Come on. Let’s pull that eork.” 

I followed him to the kitehen thinking I was really glad my remark didn’t win 
me a Dork of the Year trophy, beeause the minute the words left my mouth, I 
realized they sounded awkward. But that was another reason I liked Arehie so 
well. He never made me feel like I was weird or something. 

At first glanee, his kitehen was way too sterile. I don’t mean too elean, I mean 
it didn’t have a soul. Hunter and Tyler were seated at the kitehen table doing 
homework. The only small applianees on the eounter were a eoffeemaker and a 
toaster. Other than those two things, the eounters were bare. And there was no 
meal preparation in evidenee. Were they having pizza again? 

“Hey, Mith Holly!” Tyler said. 

“Hey!” Hunter said, looking up. “You eoming for supper?” 

“No, no. Just stopping by for a moment,” I said. 

“Here it is,” Arehie said. “Shall I open it for you?” 

“Gosh, thanks. Sure.” 

I was glad he was opening the bottle instead of me. I’d never had a lot of luek 
with eorks. But then. I’d never had many bottles. Wine was sort of new for me. I 
didn’t know mueh about it exeept that a glass took the edge off my annoyanee 
when I was annoyed. Therefore, wine was a good thing. There was a popping 
sound and my visit was about to end. 

“Would you like to share a glass with me?” I said. 

I don’t even know where I found the nerve to ask him. The words just popped 
out of my mouth. 

“Oh! That’s so niee of you to ask. But I’ve got to feed these raseals. It’s 
getting late for their supper.” 

“Oh! Of eourse! What are y’all having? For dinner, I mean.” 

“Well, I was going to, you know, go get a pizza.” 

“Pizza,” I said and just looked at him as if to say, eome on, bubba, ean’t you 
do better than that? 



“Why? What are you doing for dinner?” he asked. 

This got the boys’ attention. 

“Pork ehops, stuffing, applesauee, braised earrots, and ereamed spinaeh. 
There’s plenty. Pork ehops were on sale, so I bought a slug of them.” I was 
trying to remember if I had another pie in the freezer and I thought I did. Maybe 
peaeh? “Give me like forty-five minutes?” 

“Oh, we shouldn’t...” he said. 

“Stuffing? Ah, eome on. Dad! Please?” Tyler said, his hands folded in 
desperate prayer. “I ean’t believe I’m saying thith, but I’m thiek of pizza.” 

“You are?” Arehie said. 

“I love pork ehops,” Hunter said with a very sad faee. “We haven’t had pork 
ehops in years.” He slid to the floor and pretended to be uneonseious from 
starvation, or maybe it was malnutrition. 

“It’s fine,” I said. “Really!” 

Arehie looked at the faees of his little boys and saw that they were missing 
home-eooked meals. 

“Okay,” he said. “We’ll see you soon.” 

“Great!” 

I hurried home and threw dinner together in reeord time. The flowers were 
still fresh and I knew the unehipped plates were on top of the staek. The baeon 
sizzled in my east-iron skillet, and I did indeed have a peaeh pie in the depths of 
the freezer. Soon our house smelled like baeon and fruit. What eould be more 
mouthwatering? 

Over dinner Arehie said, “I haven’t had pork ehops this good sinee my 
momma eooked them. I’m not kidding.” 

“Thanks,” I said. “Would you like another one?” 

“7 sure would,” Hunter said. 

“Me, too, ” said Tyler. 

Arehie shot them a stem look and refilled my wineglass halfway. Wine with 
dinner made me feel very sophistieated. 

“Please?” they said. 

“Of eourse!” I said and passed the platter to them, followed by the applesauee 
and the spinaeh. “So, I got a job today.” 

“You did?” Arehie said, knowing without me saying a word that my taking a 
job was tantamount to a flill-seale revolution. The QB was going to have a eow. 

“Yeah, deeorating eakes at Publix. Isn’t that erazy?” 

“Not at all,” he said politely and smiled in a way that said he approved of the 
revolution. 

“Deeorating eakes?” Hunter said. “That’s the eoolest job in the world!” 



“My birf-day is in June,” Tyler said, implying I should deeorate a eake for 
him. 

I smiled at him. 

“Well, if I still have this job in June, ITl bring you the biggest eake you’ve 
ever seen!” 

Tyler looked at me with the sweetest expression and said, “Isn’t Mith Holly 
great. Dad? Isn’t she?” 

“Yeah, she’s pretty great,” he said and smiled at me with his twinkling eyes. 

“But I still intend to teaeh at your sehool when something opens up!” 

“Tell us a bee faet,” Hunter said. “Please?” 

“Well, honey bees were used as the symbol of government by Emperor 
Napoleon I. Have you ever heard of him?” 

“Cool!” Tyler said. 

“And the aneient Greeks assoeiated lips anointed with honey with the gift of 
eloquenee—^you know, honeyed lips?” Arehie said. “And the Delphie bee was 
the priestess of Delphi!” 

“And Utah is the Beehive State,” I said. 

“It is?” Hunter said. 

“Arehie? Tell us some more about eargo eults,” I said. 

“No, really?” he said, obviously flattered to be asked. 

“Yeah, Dad!” Tyler said. “Tell us!” 

“Well, all right. . .” 

Arehie went on to embellish the stories about the eargo eults and a mythieal 
eharaeter named John Emm while I watehed his boys’ faees. They were 
entraneed by their father. You eould see it in their eyes. This was what they all 
needed. To be whole. To be a normal family again. I’d brought them together 
again around a table to talk about their day, to share a good meal, and to give 
them a ehanee to feel okay about their lives. They even ate the spinaeh. 



1 said, “So, kids, it’s not like the bees love the 
flowers. It’s a business relationship. ” 

Tyler said, “What do you mean? ’’ 

I said, “Well, the bees use the flowers to get 
nectar and pollen. And the flowers know the 
bees will pollinate other flowers as they move 
around the garden. It’s all in the name of self- 
preservation. ” 


Chapter Five 



All the Buzz 


I brought Momma home from the hospital the next day and she seemed to be 
fine. It quiekly beeame elear, to me at least, that she was ignoring her preearious 
state, beeause she refused to diseuss it. She didn’t want to talk about follow-up 
appointments or doetors or anything at all that had to do with her health in 
general. Certainly not exereise. 

“I ean take eare of myself,” she said. 

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s hope you’re right.” 

Denial set in. She resumed her prone position, ehanged the batteries in her 
television remote, and went baek to shopping on QVC and HSN. 

She also didn’t want to diseuss my job at Publix. When I told her what I was 
doing she set her jaw into a loek and barely spoke to me for a few days. That 
was aetually not sueh a bad thing. In faet, it was peaeeful. 


Fd gotten in the habit of saving eoupons, buying whatever was on sale, and 
eooking more than we needed so that I eould take a meal to the boys. If they 
eouldn’t have a momma in their kitehen, they eould have me bringing supper. 
One day, out of nowhere. Momma ealled me an idiot. After all, she eould only be 
niee for so long. We argued. 

“You’re making a fool out of yourself,” she said, “throwing yourself at that 
man.” 

“I’m not throwing myself at anybody,” I said. “I’m doing something niee. 
This is what doing something niee looks like. Momma.” 

“I’m telling you. Holly, I know men. At some point he’s going to feel insulted 
by all your easseroles and spaghettis. It will be like you think he needs eharity or 
something.” 

“That’s ridieulous,” I said. I honestly eould not see Arehie feeling like that. 

“Just don’t be surprised.” 

I told the bees what Momma said. I swear to you the pink hive buzzed in a 
way that sounded like they didn’t agree with Momma. It was like my pink hive 
had an opinion. I’m not exaggerating. Everyone who knows anything about bees 
knows that they know how to reaeh a eonsensus. For example, when it’s time for 
the older queen bee to be replaeed, the worker bees know it. They build new 
queen eells, load them up with healthy pupae, and flood them with royal jelly. 
Or, they ball her, whieh is a term that does not have the naughty eonnotation that 
used to travel around with the expression. It’s more like a visit from the goon 
squad. To ball the queen, worker bees eluster all around her, eausing her body 
temperature to rise to the point where she dies, whieh is bad enough. An 3 rway, 
erazy as it may sound, I felt as if my bees were on my side. 

I was feeling pretty good about myself and my newfound eulinary skills, 
maybe even a little superior, until the evening I brought them a ehieken Divan 
easserole and Arehie met me at the door. 

“This has to stop,” he said. 

“What?” I said and turned every eolor of red on the speetrum. I felt stung. 

“It’s not like I ean’t feed my ehildren,” he said. 

“Who said you eouldn’t feed your ehildren?” I said. Now my head broke a 
sweat. 

“It’s just bad,” he said. “I’m sorry. Holly. It just doesn’t feel right to me for 
you to eook for us all the time. You’ve got to at least let me pay you, okay?” 

“Wow,” I said. For onee in my ehatty life I was at a loss for words. “I don’t 
know what to say.” 

All at onee my fantasy of being Tyler and Hunter’s stepmother seemed to lose 
its footing and fall off a eliff. And I was deeply mortified. 



“But you do know how much we appreciate everything you do for us, don’t 
you?” he said, his tone softening somewhat. 

“Sure,” I said. 

“Why don’t I give you an allowance of sorts and you spend it. When you run 
out. I’ll give you some more. How does that sound? But only if you’re cooking 
an 3 rway. I don’t want to inconvenience you.” 

“Okay, I guess,” I said and still didn’t feel any better. There would be no 
putting the bubble back together again. “An 3 rway, here’s a chicken and broccoli 
casserole and some biscuits. Just warm it up in your microwave. I can take my 
Pyrex dish back another time.” 

“Thanks so much!” he said. His normal chipper mood was back. “Can’t you 
join us?” 

“I ate. But thanks.” I turned to go. 

“You haven’t told me,” he said. “How’s your new job?” 

“Chicken was on sale,” I said, apropos of nothing except a weak attempt to 
salvage my pride. “My job is ridiculous, endless entertainment. We’ve got like 
six people who rotate between the deli and the bakery. Today one of the younger 
guys in the bakery went to decorate a birthday cake and the instructions said, 
‘Just say something nice for Joan.’ So he put that on the cake.” 

“Literally?” He arched an eyebrow. 

“Yes. Literally. The cake read ‘Just say something nice for Joan.’ I’m pretty 
sure he was stoned. I mean, who wouldn’t love this job? It’s so creative, it’s like 
the next best thing to restoring the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.” 

I said this over my shoulder as I was leaving and inside of a minute I was back 
on my porch, taking another UPS package inside, leaving Archie to scratch his 
head, surely wondering what the world was coming to. 

I dropped off the package in Momma’s room. 

“Thanks,” she said. 

I nearly fainted. 

“You’re welcome,” I said. 

“I’m trying to be nice,” she said. 

Nice? What’s next? Would she take up knitting and make me a sweater? Who 
are we kidding here? 

I made myself a cup of hot tea with a big dollop of my honey. Since I’d added 
a teaspoon to my daily diet in one way or another, my allergies seemed 
improved. It was just another advantage of beekeeping. I started keeping bees 
because I loved the idea of other universes. Much like gardening, when you tend 
beehives, hours can pass without you realizing it. My gardens nourished my bees 
and my bees propagated my gardens and they both fed me in some spiritual way. 



I hadn’t yet figured out the proeess of fermenting honey to make mead, but at 
that moment I wished I had. A big mug of mead might have been just the thing I 
needed. Mead, by the way, is the oldest known aleoholie drink we know of. 

I stared out the window over the sink and thought about Arehie. It was 
upsetting. The offer of money made my intentions feel eheap. I really did need to 
get my head out of the elouds and aeeept the faet that Arehie did not have 
romantie feelings for me. I knew he meant well. And it wasn’t like I was rolling 
in money, either. Surely, he realized that and that was why he offered to pay me. 
If I was going to eontinue to eook for them. I’d need a ealeulator to figure out 
their portion of the food eost. Or I’d just eharge him something that seemed fair. 
By the time I’d finished my tea, I made myself understand why he’d said what 
he said, but Lord, he had been so abrupt. Men eould be like that. Maybe I’d be 
better off with the UPS man. A gentler and kinder soul, to be sure, but he had 
thought I was weird beeause I warned him about getting a fiat tire. What was I 
supposed to do? Not tell him? But the buteher at Publix was pretty eute. I’d have 
to eheek his hand for a wedding ring. 

The next day was my day to volunteer at the library. I always looked forward 
to that. For some reason. I’d been asked to do erafts with the ehildren, whieh of 
eourse suited me just fine. Sinee we were approaehing spring, even though half 
the time it felt like summer, I was thinking about having the ehildren make 
flowers out of felt by wrapping preeut petals and leaves around the ends of 
peneils and gluing them in plaee. It was a simple eraft that even young ehildren 
eould do, and the peneils would make a niee Easter gift for their mothers or just 
for them to keep. 

I pulled the plastie bin of felt strips out of my sister’s bedroom eloset and 
brought it to the kitehen table. When she got married, I deeided her elosets were 
going to waste, so I gave the elothes she left to Goodwill and used the spaee for 
storage for my eraft materials. To be honest, my books filled her shelves, too. As 
I started sorting what felt I had by eolor, I thought about all the things that had 
happened at our kitehen table and silently thanked God the table eouldn’t talk. I 
wondered if it remembered the arguments our dysfunetional little brood had 
pitehed baek and forth aeross its old mahogany top. Every disappointment of my 
ehildhood was eertainly ingrained in it somewhere, along with hundreds of 
Daddy’s fist prints. 

For years there had been a sugar bowl in the eenter that Leslie bought for 
Momma for some oeeasion. It was beige eroekery, oetagonal in shape, and 
deeorated with stamped gold filigree. Not exaetly a fine heirloom. But oh, my 
word! To hear Momma earry on about it, you would have thought it was made 
by Faberge, enerusted in real gold and deeorated with jewels. 



Remembering the moment I dropped it still made my stomaeh hurt, even all 
these years later. We were drying dishes after supper. I was wiping off the table, 
so I pieked the sugar bowl up to eateh any erumbs with my damp paper towel. 
My hands were wet. It slipped out of my hand and hit the table. One of the 
handles popped off in a elean break, and naturally the sereaming started. Talk 
about drama! Daddy walked out. And he didn’t eome home until very late. And 
when he walked out for good? That was my fault, too, beeause Momma had to 
spend half her life yelling at me. She spent the other half yelling at him, but 
somehow that was beneath her notiee. 

I glued the handle baek on with Super Glue, but that wasn’t enough to restore 
harmony. Even now, every time she asked me to pass it to her, she’d suek her 
teeth and warn me to pass it earefully. Then she’d shake her head as though I 
was hopeless. Leslie was her favorite. I knew it. Leslie knew it. The whole island 
knew it. 

I was just a kid. It was an aeeident, but Momma didn’t believe in aeeidents. 
Neither Leslie nor Momma were very niee to me for the longest time. I’m not 
exaggerating one little bit. That’s how it was. 

Lor me it was a defining moment. As of the sugar bowl break, I began to 
withdraw from the family bosom. I began to read like a maniae, history and 
biographies espeeially. I learned that many of my heroes had ehallenging 
beginnings, whieh gave me hope for my future. I babysat for the island’s 
ehildren and taught myself to do eounted eross stiteh when I eould afford the 
floss and how to draw with ehareoal on a pad of newsprint. I learned to eook and 
bake by reading Southern Living magazine. Slowly, I redeemed myself beeause 
there was always a eake available for slieing or a new ornament for our 
Christmas tree or a new eross-stitehed hand towel for the powder room. But by 
then I didn’t eare as mueh. I’d grown into a eitizen of the world, or so I thought, 
and saw that both Momma and Leslie were always setting me up for a game of 
Goteha! To this very day. Momma still gave me suspieious looks, eutting her 
eold eyes at me, freezing my heart. All of this started over a eheap, stupid sugar 
bowl. 

But the real truth? Leslie looked like a elone of Momma when Momma was a 
striking young woman. That was the underlying reason for all of their vitriol. I 
looked like the man who left her high and dry and gave her baek the beaeh house 
on Sullivan’s Island that had belonged to her family for generations an 3 rway. In 
retrospeet, it didn’t seem like she got sueh a sweet deal. 

I finally separated enough felt and paeked it in a eanvas tote bag with my glue 
gun. 

The phone rang. It was probably Leslie, beeause no one else ever ealled. It 



was. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi. Is Mom awake?” 

She sounded terrible, as though she’d been erying. 

“Are you all right?” 

“Just put Momma on the phone, okay?” 

“Hang on,” I said. Sure, sweetheart, anything you want, prineess . . . 

I put the phone on the eounter and went down the hall to peek in our mother’s 
room. Before I got there, I heard the snoring. Great God in heaven, that woman 
eould snore like every hog in hell was singing the “Hallelujah” ehorus from 
Handel’s Messiah. I went baek to the kitehen and pieked up the reeeiver. 

“She’s sawing logs,” I said. 

“It’s not even ten o’eloek,” she said in a very whiny voiee. 

“What do you want from me? What’s going on, Leslie? You sound awful.” 
“You know that trip to Atlantie City I took with Charlie last week?” 

“Let me guess. You won a million dollars?” 

“No. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, and an 3 rway, I ean’t talk about it. 
Every time I. . .” 

Then she broke down into tears, sobbing like a baby. Now, we all know my 
sister was diffieult, but I didn’t like to hear her ery like this. In faet, I eouldn’t 
remember ever hearing her ery like this. 

“Leslie, eome on now. Talk to me.” 

“I ean’t. I’m eoming home.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, elean my room. I’ll be there tomorrow night.” 

Oh, yes, prineess. I’m already running for the vaeuum. 

“How long are you staying?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Is Charlie eoming?” 

“No. Charlie is not eoming. He’s going . . .” 

“Where?” 

“To Las Vegas.” 

“For what?” 

“Oh, hell, you’re going to find out an 3 rway. To audition to be in a show. 
Dressed as a woman.” 

“I’m sorry. I don’t think I heard you eorreetly.” 

“You heard me eorreetly. Charlie is a female impersonator.” 

“Just get yourself home. We’ll get this all sorted out.” 

Holy hell, I thought. Holy hell. 



“There can only be one queen bee per hive, ” I 

said. 

“But what if another one wants to move in? ” 
Hunter said. 

“Then there’s gonna be trouble. ” 


Chapter Six 



Bee Truthful 


In the morning, I didn’t tell our mother anything exeept that Leslie had ealled 
and was eoming for a visit, but not that she was eoming alone. I didn’t tell her 
about Charlie and what she said he was up to. I’d always thought there was 
something different about him, like he was hiding something. Dang, I was sure 
sorry to be right about that one. Frankly, I was surprised. I didn’t understand why 
anyone would want to be a female impersonator in Las Vegas or an3rwhere. I 
knew I’d been leading a sheltered life. My mind just didn’t go to things like 
seeing my name in neon lights. Besides, this was Leslie’s story to tell Momma, 
not mine. 

I told my bees all about Leslie and Charlie, but that was entirely different than 
telling a person. They began doing their waggle danee, whieh they generally did 
when they wanted their sisters to follow them to a new loeation to slurp up 
neetar and pollen from a different pateh of flowers. I like to think they waggled 
beeause the news was upsetting to them. Maybe they were warning me to be 
eareful. Did I really want to live with Leslie again? How long was she staying? 


Did I have any options? Not really. 

I worked at the library that day, and Tyler and Hunter were among the dozen 
or so ehildren who attended the workshop. I sat with them on the low ehairs and 
helped them ehoose the eolors of their petals as I moved from ehild to ehild. I’d 
put together an example to show them what we were going to make. Hunter 
asked me for a small oval-shaped pieee of brown felt. I watehed as he attaehed it 
to the tip of a petal with a drop of glue. Then a huge smile erossed his faee. 

“My flower has a honey bee!” he said proudly. 

The next thing I knew I was eutting brown felt for all the others until every 
last ehild had a honey bee on their flower. I showed them how to mark the body 
with a yellow felt-tip pen and we added tiny gold wings. No regulation honey 
bee would eonfuse these fabrie imitations for sisters, but mine might be flattered 
to know they were so admired. I would tell them tomorrow. 

When the elass was over, I walked Hunter and Tyler home. There was a 
Mereedes-Benz with Ohio lieense plates in our driveway, so I knew Leslie had 
arrived. She was safe, so that was good. But there was a U-Haul trailer attaehed 
to the baek bumper. Not good. 

“All right, you two! I’ll see you later.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” Tyler said. 

“Are you eoming for supper?” Hunter asked. 

“I don’t think so, sweetheart,” I said. “My sister just arrived from Ohio for a 
visit, so I’m afraid I’ll be expeeted to eat with her. I’ll see y’all tomorrow!” 

“She drove by herself from Ohio?” Tyler said. “That’s an awfully long drive!” 

“Dad has a girlfriend,” Hunter announeed. “She has two eats.” 

“Exeuse me?” I said too loudly as every hair on my body felt like it was 
standing on end. I was eaught eompletely by surprise. ""AgirlfriendT" 

“Shut up. Hunter!” Tyler said and looked at me, realizing, even at his age, that 
I was not delighted to hear it. “She’s not a girlfriend, if you know what I mean.” 

What did he mean? Did girlfriend have a new definition? 

“She’s a dentist,” Hunter said. “They got fixed up.” 

“Well, that’s niee. I guess,” I said in a voiee so low I eould hardly hear myself. 
“Who stayed with y’all?” 

“My teaeher, Mrs. Hamilton,” Hunter said. 

Hunter was oblivious to my feelings, but Tyler knew I was upset. When my 
eyes met his, I eould see that he wasn’t too happy, either. It was odd for Arehie 
to ask someone other than me to wateh the boys while he went somewhere. 
Maybe he hadn’t wanted me to know he had a date. I regrouped immediately. 

“Tyler? You know it’s good for your father to have some female eompany, 
don’t you?” 



“Why? He doesn’t need anybody else,” he said. “He’s got us. And we’ve got 
you.” 

I eould almost feel my heart split in two. This little fellow in front of me had 
no idea about the needs of men. He was so innoeent, but savvy enough to 
understand that a girlfriend threatened what status quo he had with his Dad and 
brother and yes, in his sweet mind, even with me. He liked things well enough as 
they were. A potential stepmother was very likely an enemy. 

I knelt down to faee him at his level and said, “And you will always have me, 
Tyler. No matter what happens, you and Hunter will always have me.” 

Tyler threw his skinny arms around my neek and hugged me so hard. There 
was nothing to eompare to a ehild’s pure affeetion, but more, this was a little boy 
who needed love he eould rely on, too. He knew what he had with me. So did 
Hunter. I stood and ruffled Hunter’s hair and he looked at me with big eyes that 
told me he was pretty worried, too. 

I smiled at them and said, “Listen to me, boys. This is not the time to panie. 
And there may never be a time to panie. If there is. I’ll let you know, okay? Now, 
y’all run on home.” 

I watehed them run up their front steps and when I knew they were safely 
inside, I took a deep breath and elimbed my own. So, Arehie was dating a 
dentist. Well, so what. At the moment, I had my own life to deal with. Drama 
was waiting for me in the kitehen. 

My mother, in a bathrobe, of eourse, sat faeing me as I eame into the room. 
She had a very stem look on her faee. Leslie’s baek was to me, but I eould see 
that she had her faee in her hands and a box of tissues in front of her, and many 
balled-up ones were strewn aeross the table. Ew, I thought, nasty. If I’d ever 
deseerated my mother’s table with a used tissue, she would have ehased me the 
whole way to Siberia with a belt. 

“Hey, Leslie! Weleome home!” I said in my most ehipper voiee. “How was 
your trip?” 

“Hey,” she whispered and sniffed. I handed her another tissue. “It sueked.” 

“Well, it is a long drive,” I said. 

“Why don’t you get your poor sister a glass of water,” Momma said. “She’s 
been through a terrible ordeal.” 

I bit my tongue. Then I took a glass from the eabinet and filled it with water 
from the tap. In the thirty seeonds I’d been in the room, our old family paradigm 
was resurreeted and reinstated. Our mother was the evil queen bee, Leslie was 
her prineess, and I was Cinderella. How stupid, I thought. How stupid. 

“Don’t we have anything bottled?” Leslie said. 

“No. I’m afraid we’re living on love around here. No frills,” I said. “Just 



happy faces.” 

“Now, Holly, don’t you come in here and start trouble,” Momma said. 

“I never should have come home!” Leslie wailed. “Oh, God! What have I 
done?” 

With that, Leslie took her dramatis personae exit like Joan Crawford in some 
angry-wronged-woman role of hers and slammed the door to her bedroom so 
hard, it almost jumped off the hinges. 

“Well, I hope you’re happy,” Momma said. 

“What are you talking about?” I said. 

“This is no time for sarcasm. Holly.” 

“Did she tell you the whole story?” 

My mother sighed so hard then that the National Weather Service issued small 
craft warnings. 

“I imagine certain things were left out. What she did tell me is mortifying 
enough. Don’t you think so?” 

“I guess so. 1 mean, if that’s what Charlie wants to do, he should go on and do 
it. It’s still a free country the last time I checked.” 

“And I’d like to know why you didn’t tell me why she called last night. You 
knew it was important.” 

“I probably should’ve left you a detailed note, but you know what you always 
say about bad news traveling fast. Besides, I thought a story of that magnitude 
should come from Leslie.” 

“Well, I suppose you’re right, but I would’ve liked to have had time to prepare 
myself for the knife she twisted into my heart.” Momma had the strangest 
expression on her face. “In all my days. I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 

“Yeah.” I couldn’t disagree with her. “It’s a whopper, all right.” 

She was staring at the table as though it was taking notes. 

“Holly?” 

“Yes?” 

“Can I ask you a peculiar question?” 

“Ask me anything.” 

“If Charlie wants to be a woman now, but he says he still loves Leslie, does 
that make him a lesbian? In his head, I mean.” 

I spun around on my heel and literally gasped. 

“Close your jaw,” she said. “You’ll swallow a bug.” 

I closed my mouth for a brief moment. 

“Good grief! Momma? I don’t think he thinks he’s a woman. How should I 
know? I just don’t think so. I thi nk he just likes to dress up. But I don’t know 
much about that stuff. I mean, I keep bees, I work at Publix icing cakes, and I 



volunteer at the library. We hardly ever diseuss eross-dressing and gender 
identity. But I’m not judging here. Maybe he’s just having a midlife erisis.” 

“No, I thi nk this is a real thing he’s been hiding for a long time. You do know 
he wants to stay married to Leslie, don’t you?” 

What? Stay married? No way! I tried to remain ealm. 

“No, she didn’t tell me that, but I ean see why it might be problematie.” 

“But he wants her to eall him Charlene when he’s dressed up. Dear God! 
What next?” 

Holy erap, I thought. 

“I’d eall a lawyer. But that’s up to Leslie,” I said. 

“Thank God they don’t have ehildren.” 

“Well, it would be more eomplieated; that’s for sure. Although, I’d love a 
nieee or a nephew.” 

Momma harrumphed loudly and stared at me with squinted eyes. 

“Who put the bee in your bonnet?” she said. 

“No one. I’m fine.” 

She harrumphed again. She knew I wasn’t telling her something. 

“What’s for dinner?” she said. 

“I took more pork ehops out of the freezer this morning.” 

“With apples?” 

“Of eourse.” Was she aeeidentally telling me she liked something I eooked? 

“You know, even though it was trouble that brought Leslie home, it’s niee to 
have my girls under one roof.” 

“If you say so,” I said. 

“I’m going to go lie down,” she said in the weariest voiee I’d ever heard. 
“This is too mueh for me. Too mueh.” 

She wasn’t wrong. It was too mueh. Good Lord, how would we ever sort this 
one out? Somehow, all the nosy Nellies on this island were going to find out 
about Charlie and talk about Leslie behind her baek. Eventually, Leslie would 
hear about it and be mortified. I eould see the writing on the wall. She was going 
to have to eome up with a story. Maybe she should just tell the truth. 

I began peeling the apples into large ehunks. I threw some ground sage, 
einnamon, and brown sugar on them and browned them a bit in butter in our 
Duteh oven that was so old I don’t even remember life without it. A few minutes 
later I heard loud thuds, like things were erashing on the floor. I turned off the 
stove and went to investigate. It was my lovely sister Leslie, the Prineess of 
Pride, tossing my books and bins from her room to mine. 

“What are you doing?” I said. 

“I don’t need your shit all over my room. I’ve got a whole trailer to unpaek. 



Did anyone offer to help me? Hell, no! I hate this family!” 

I deeided to use the voiee I used at Publix when it was elear I was dealing 
with a deranged eustomer. 

“Leslie? You’re angry. You’ve got every right to be.” 

“I’m way more than angry!” 

“And you’re probably exhausted from your long drive.” 

“My shoulders are killing me!” 

She leaned against the wall and began to weep all over again. Even though she 
aggravated me to death, I felt sorry for her. Who else did she have in the world? 
I threw my arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. 

“Why don’t you go take a good long soak in the bathtub? It would do you a 
world of good. And if you’ll stop throwing my stuff around. I’ll help you unload 
your trailer in the morning. How’s that?” 

“You’re right. I’m sorry. Oh, Holly! My life is one big mess! How eould 
Charlie do this to me?” 

“Beeause you ean only hide your true self for so long? I don’t know. You want 
a glass of wine?” 

“A bottle and a straw would be more like it.” 

She attempted a smile, and it was so lopsided and her eyes were so puffy, it 
made me feel awful for her. 

“Arehie’s got a new flame,” I said. “A dentist.” 

She gave me the funniest look and realized that I had feelings for him. And 
that I was disappointed. 

“Men stink,” she said. 

“Yeah, but we love the smell,” I said. 

“We must!” 

“Go start your bath and I’ll bring you a glass of my best eheap wine.” 



Tyler said, “Tell us what happens when the 
queen dies. ” 

I said, “Well, in one scenario, worker bees will 
enlarge normal cells to a size that will 
accommodate a queen, then flood them with 
royal jelly. If more than one virgin queen 
emerges, they fight to the death to see who will 
rule the hive. ” 

“Cool. ” 


Chapter Seven 



Bermuda Triangle 


Over the next few weeks Arehie explored the wonders of his dentist and Leslie 
wormed her way baek into my heart. Deeply destabilized by Charlie’s 
announeement, she began to ehange, to get nieer, more eonsiderate. For one 
thing, she stood up for me with our mother. 

“Holly’s not your personal ehew toy, Momma.” 

“Whatever is that supposed to mean?” 

“It means you should quit nitpieking everything she does.” 

Momma would harrumph, whieh was still her signature sound of disapproval, 
and then proeeed to ignore us for a while. 

She was my sister, after all, so it was niee to see her aet like one. And 
although Charlie made many attempts to pateh things up, Leslie insisted she was 


through with him. 

We were sitting on the front poreh having a glass of ieed tea and talking like 
sisters do. 

“I just ean’t go baek, you know?” she said. 

“I get it,” I said. 

“He’s ealled me twenty times sinee I left.” 

“Literally?” 

She nodded her head. 

“That’s a lot,” I said. 

“Of all the damn reasons my marriage should fall apart, this was not the one I 
would’ve pieked.” 

“Me, either. Were there any signs? I mean, there had to be a hint.” 

“The only sign—^well, I don’t know if I’d eall it a sign, but well, you know 
how he was always waiting for his father to die so he eould inherit?” 

“His dad died a few years ago, didn’t he?” 

“Yeah, and he inherited a bundle. I say he, beeause he kept all the money in 
his name. He said I wasn’t entitled to his parents’ wealth. We needed a new 
fiimaee and he said he wasn’t spending his money on it until it was aetually 
dead. I pointed out to him that every year we keep pouring more and more 
money into it, to the point that it’s just throwing good money after bad. He said 
put on a sweater and don’t tax it so hard.” 

“Niee. So, in some way, he was already distaneing himself from the 
marriage?” 

“Exaetly. Then he lost a ton of weight. And he began eoming home later and 
later. And taking more frequent business trips that now I suspeet were monkey 
business.” 

“You know, Leslie, I don’t eare what eonsenting adults do in the dark.” 

“Oh, I know that. Neither do 1. It seems like half the world is gay or bi or trans 
something and it’s all fine with me. But I don’t think it’s unreasonable to expeet 
my husband to be monogamous.” 

“Do you think Charlie is attraeted to men? Or does he just want to do this 
impersonation thing?” 

“I think Charlie is a little bit of a smorgasbord at the moment. Eventually he’ll 
settle down and figure it out. He’s not stupid. But he’s definitely not the guy I 
married. That’s for sure.” 

“Well, I’m glad you eame home. So is the queen.” 

“Thanks.” 

“You know people are going to ask. The gossip maehine on this island is 
relentless. What do you want me to say?” 



“Tell them I’m available!” 

We eraeked up laughing. 

“No, I mean, what do you want me to say when they ask what happened?” 

“Tell them we disagreed about our future together. That’s vague enough.” 

“Come on. We’ve got to do better than that,” I said. 

“Tell them I eouldn’t get along with Charlene. How’s that?” 

“Good grief!” 

We watehed as Arehie’s ear pulled into his driveway and the boys tumbled 
out. They waved at us and we waved baek. I’d tamped my enthusiasm for 
Arehie, but I blew a kiss to the boys. 

“A dentist,” I mumbled. 

“You know, you’re taking this lying down like a eheap rug. Where’s your 
fighting spirit?” 

“What do you mean?” I said and thought. Oh, no. I’m not going to go make 
myself over and aet like I think I’m a seduetress. 

“I mean, not that I’m sueh an expert in the ways of romanee, as we know, but 
it seems to me that the woman pieks the man. Not the other way around.” 

“What are you trying to say? I don’t know if that’s true at all,” I said. 

“Look, here’s the deal. You get married and there you are! The blushing bride! 
But pretty soon you realize that you’re supposed to keep a spotless house, eook 
fabulous meals, make all the birthdays and holidays gorgeous and unforgettable, 
have Einstein babies with perfeet manners, for heaven’s sake never age or gain 
an ounee, be super niee to his family, and oh, you’ve got to be a pom star in the 
bedroom. And you may or may not be required to have a eareer.” 

“That sure seems like a lot,” I said. “But didn’t Charlie help you around the 
house? Didn’t he, like, I don’t know, eut the grass and take out the garbage?” 

“Are you kidding me? Prinee Charles get his hands dirty? Charlie never lifted 
a finger! He’d say, eall somebody!” 

“How do you like that?” 

“Look, Holly, here’s what I’m telling you. If you think you’d like to do all that 
for Arehie, you need to get in there and steal his heart before it’s too late. I mean, 
who knows? Maybe this dentist doesn’t have her hooks in that deep.” 

“I’ll thi nk about it,” I said. “It sounds like a lot of work for not a lot of 
eompensation.” 

“It is. That’s why I’m never, and I mean never getting married again. But I 
know you. We’re as different from eaeh other as we eould possibly be. You’re a 
bom homebody slash nurturer, and I’m going baek to being a party girl. Big 
time. You won’t be horrified if I sleep around a bit, will you?” 

What was she saying? 



“If you’re going to misbehave, please do it in Mount Pleasant. Better yet? 
Take yourself up the road to Columbia. Okay?” I said and thought, Great. “I’m 
going to go start supper.” 

“One must avail oneself as opportunities arise,” she said with a smirk. 
“Geography has no eonseienee.” 

“Sweet Jesus, save us,” I said and went inside to make pot roast. So mueh for 
playing hard to get. 

A few days later I was in the yard, pulling weeds, when Arehie eame home. 
His boys were at my kitehen table doing their homework. I’d made them a snaek 
ealled Ants on a Log, whieh was eelery stuffed with ereamy peanut butter and 
raisins dotted aeross the top. They thought I was the best eook in the world. Of 
eourse, I was pretty grimy and a bit sweaty, beeause when you’re serious about 
weeds, muleh, and vermieulite plus water, you’re making mud pies all over 
yourself. Usually, when I saw Arehie, I looked like I had just erawled out of the 
marsh. 

“Hey!” I got up and brushed off my knees when I heard his ear door shut. 
“Tyler and Hunter are in my kitehen. How was your day?” 

“Good. Very good. Your flowers look amazing.” 

“Thanks, I’m working on it. You know, I plant all sorts of things my bees 
like.” 

“Well, someday you’ll have to tell me all about that,” he said and smiled at 
me. 

“I’d love to,” I said, and I realized I was staring at him and then repeating 
myself. “So, it was a good day? That’s good.” 

“Yeah, it was, exeept for the super pious kid who refused to diseuss the John 
Frum eargo eulture. The whole eoneept of ‘myth dream’ was beyond his grasp.” 

“Hmm,” I said, unsure if I’d ever heard the term, either. “Someday you’ll have 
to explain more of the finer details of eargo eults to me. I’d love to hear more.” 

“Sure. How’re things at Publix?” 

“My days there utterly vibrate with exeitement. The work is seintillating,” I 
said and smiled at him. “So, Arehie? I heard you have a girlfriend. Is that true?” 

“Oh, I don’t know about all that. She’s the sister of a faeulty member at the 
eollege. We’ve had dinner a few times. She’s niee enough.” 

“Niee enough for what?” I said. That sounded awkward. 

“For a dinner partner?” 

“Uh-huh. My sister, who you might know has returned to the family home 
indefinitely, wants you to know that if you’re about to fall in love, don’t do it so 
fast. There might be other eontenders.” 

I just kind of blurted it out and then my faee turned bloodred. His eyes got 



very large and I eould see immediately that he thought I meant Leslie was 
interested in him. 

“Leslie?” he said and sort of gulped and stammered nervously. “No, well, you 
know, I mean I’m . . . I’m really not on the market at the moment. You know, it’s 
too soon for me.” 

“I’ll tell her that. She’ll understand.” 

How stupid was I? If it wasn’t Leslie, then who would it be? Me, obviously. 
So, shoot me, I let him think it was Leslie. 

“What happened? Did she and Charlie eall it quits?” 

“I think she’s thinking something like that. Yeah. She’s sort of done. Listen, 
who knows?” I was leaving the door open for Leslie to better explain it to him. 
I’d already bungled up everything and I was so embarrassed I wanted to dive 
headlong into the azaleas. 

“That’s too bad. Divoree is so hard. Give her my best, okay?” 

“Sure! I’ll eall the boys.” 

“Thanks!” 

“Oh, and I made a beef stew in my InstaPot for y’all! I’ll give it to them to 
bring home.” 

Leslie gave us an InstaPot last year for Christmas. I finally took it out of the 
box and now I think I might be in love with a small applianee. 

He immediately took his wallet out of his baek paeket. “What do I owe you?” 

“Oh, how about a thousand dollars?” 

His expression went dark. He said, “Come on, now. We had a deal about this.” 

“Okay, how’s twenty dollars?” I felt like a mereenary. 

“Here’s forty. You babysat for them all afternoon.” 

“Arehie, listen. That’s too mueh. But I’ll take it, only beeause I’m saving up 
for a Maserati.” 

“You are?” A big grin spread aeross his faee. He knew I was kidding. “I’m a 
Lamborghini fan myself. I always wanted an Italian sports ear.” 

“Someday! Maybe someday we’ll both get what we want. So tell me 
something.” 

“Sure,” he said. 

“What’s she like? This woman you’re seeing? How do we know she’s 
worthy?” 

“Worthy? Of what? An old widowed professor with two kids and a ten-year- 
old Jeep?” 

“Please! That’s erazy talk! God, it’s so weird how we see ourselves.” 

“Sharon, that’s her name, is aetually eoming over tonight to wateh the Lakers 
game with us. Why don’t you eome over for a glass of wine? Starts at eight.” 



“Good! ril bring popcorn! See ya in a bit!” 

It was already getting dark and I hoped he couldn’t see how nervous I became. 
I must be losing my mind, I thought. Where did all that brave talk come from? I 
hurried inside as fast as my legs could carry me, leaned against the door, and 
took a deep breath. I must be crazy. What if Sharon was fabulous? What if I 
hated her? Why would my opinion matter an 3 rway? Okay, I told myself, get it 
together. Then I sort of sauntered into the kitchen to get the boys and the stew as 
calmly as I could. Leslie was there with them. 

“Hi, guys! Your dad’s home. Gather up your stuff, okay? I’ve got your dinner 
in the fridge. Are y’all all done with your homework?” 

They nodded like bobblehead dolls. 

“They’ve been at it like demons on a mission!” Leslie said. 

“Want to check it?” Tyler said. 

“If you want me to check it, it must be flawless!” I said. “But let me see 
an3rway.” 

Tyler handed me his math worksheet and his list of spelling words. The math 
was perfect. The spelling words were too easy. Or at least I thought so. 

“Ask me anything,” he said. 

“Spell night.” 

“N. 1. G. H. T. Same as all the other ‘ight’ words. Light, sight, tight, bright.” 

“Bonus question. What’s the capital of Russia?” I said with a straight face. 

Leslie giggled. 

“Hey! No fair! That’s not in my homework!” he said. 

“Okay. For twenty-five cents? Spell ‘aardvark’!” I said. 

Tyler cut his eyes at Hunter and started to giggle. 

“Did you say fart? Miss Holly! That’s a bad word!” Hunter said. 

“Aardvark? Huh? Is that even a word?” Tyler said. 

“It’s a aminal,” said Hunter, so adorably I didn’t correct him. “It eats ants and 
termites and lives in Africa.” 

“Oh, yeah?” 

“Yeah, and it’s got a nose like a pig and ears like a rabbit and its tongue is ten 
inches long!” Hunter said and stuck out his tongue at Tyler to demonstrate. 

Tyler, of course, reciprocated the gesture. 

“All right, you two banditos!” I reached in the refrigerator and took out the 
container. “Let’s get you home. Make sure you get your bath. The Lakers are 
playing tonight and Sharon’s coming over.” 

“Sharon?” Leslie said. 

“The dentist,” I said. 

“I don’t like her,” Tyler said. 



“Me, either,” Hunter said. 

“Have y’all met her?” I said. 

“No, but I already don’t like her,” Tyler said. 

“Oh, eome on. You ean’t dislike someone you haven’t even met, ean you?” I 
said. 

“I don’t like the way Dad sounds when he’s talking to her on the phone. He 
gets all mushy,” Tyler said. 

“Yeah, and she ealls him every five minutes,” Hunter added. 

Really? I thought. That did not bode well for me usurping the position as 
front-runner. 

“Hmmm,” Leslie said. 

“Well, I’m eoming over tonight, too,” I said, “so I’ll give y’all a full 
assessment tomorrow.” 

“You are?” Leslie said. 

“Yay!” said the boys with more enthusiasm than I would have expeeted. 

I shrugged my shoulders at her and shooed them out the door. 

“Fix a plate, then nuke it for one minute on high!” I said, ealling after them. 
Then I turned baek to Leslie. “They move fast at that age.” 

“Sweetheart, let me understand something,” she said. “You gonna be a third 
wheel tonight?” 

“That appears to be the ease,” I said. 

“Well, for God’s sake, go wash your hair. And serub your nails. You look rode 
hard and put up wet.” 

“Thanks,” I said. 

Sisters. 



“Here’s a fun bee fact, ” 1 said. 

“What? ” Hunter said. 

“Bees are cold blooded. When the temperature 
reaches below fifty degrees, they can’t fly! ” 


Chapter Eight 



Bee Team 


It just so happened I had a purple sweater and it was relatively new, the perfeet 
eolor for a Lakers game. It looked just right with my khaki-eolored eapris. Leslie 
loaned me her leopard-print ballet slippers. 

“Capris? Really?” she said. 

“No?” 

“No. What are you? Fifty? Wear my leggings.” 

“If you say so!” I pulled them on, thinking they were a little immodest. 

“Meow,” she said. “On the prowl.” 

“Meow, indeed,” I said and shook my head. 

I blew my hair out and Leslie flat-ironed it. I aetually looked better than pretty 
good. No one would have ever said I was gorgeous, that’s for sure. But I had 
niee skin that didn’t need evening out with makeup. If I used a little maseara, my 
eyes seemed bigger. And I was a lip gloss fan. I’d have to say my thiek hair that 
was just past my shoulders was probably my best asset. 

Leslie was foeused on my evening’s agenda like a heat-seeking missile. 

“We have to have a plan,” she said. 


“What are you thinking?” 

“Unnerve her. Your eomfort level with the boys is in the stratosphere. This is 
her first time meeting them. If she has serious designs on Arehie, she’ll be on her 
best behavior. You’re bringing popeom. That’s good. Kids love popeom. I’ll bet 
you twenty dollars she brings him wine and nothing for the kids.” 

“We’ll see. I’m not going to stay for the whole game,” I said. 

“Why not? Get in there and fight, Holly!” 

“I’m just going to stay long enough to ruin her night,” I said, adding, “I hope. 
I’ve got to pop the eom.” 

“Well, you’ll have to see how it goes,” Leslie said. “In any ease, the boys 
should be the key to Arehie’s heart. In my opinion, anyway.” 

“Well, if food was the tieket, I would have known it by now,” I said. 

“Wow, you aren’t kidding. How many times have you fed them?” 

“If I had a niekel for every PB and J sandwieh I made for the boys, we’d be 
having this eonversation in an oeeanfront mansion!” 

I threw a paek of popeom into the mierowave, set the timer, and pressed start. 
Leslie and I stood there looking at eaeh other, waiting for the popping to start. 

“What am I going to do with myself?” Leslie said. 

“I think you need to get a lawyer. Charlie might be able to keep his parents’ 
money, but you’re entitled to something.” 

“Yes. I agree with that. I don’t know if I’m ready for battle,” Leslie said. 

“That’s what the lawyers are for,” I said. 

“Do I smell popeom?” Momma appeared in her new housedress, the kind you 
step into and then you zip it up, of whieh she must’ve had a dozen. “Where are 
you going, missy, all dolled up?” 

“I’m going to the ball with my prinee,” I said. 

“Is that a faet?” 

Leslie said, “She’s going next door to meet Arehie’s girlfriend and wateh the 
Lakers elobber Atlanta.” 

“Are we now?” Momma said. 

“Good luek,” Leslie said. 

“Thanks!” 

“Wait!” Momma said. “I want some popeom.” 

“It’s for the boys,” I said and took a jar of my honey with peeans from the 
pantry. 

Honestly, I thought. 

“Holly, get out of here! I’ll pop another paekage for the queen.” 

“Thanks,” I said, and dropped the honey and the hot popeom in a plastie 
groeery bag. “See y’all later.” 



“Now that’s a sweet daughter!” Momma said to Leslie. 

Leslie rolled her eyes up in her head. 

I erossed the front poreh and went down my steps the same way I had at least 
a million times, but for some reason this time felt different. The hair on the baek 
of my neek bristled. I ignored it, knowing that when my neek hairs bristled, 
something was about to happen. And instinetively I knew I wasn’t going to like 
it. 

There was a dark-eolored sedan in Arehie’s driveway that must’ve belonged 
to Sharon. I looked at her ear for bumper stiekers, beeause they say a lot about a 
person’s polities and so on. There were none to be found. I elimbed the stairs to 
Arehie’s house and rang the doorbell. Hunter eame flying to the door in his 
Superman pajamas with Tyler right behind him in plaid flannels. 

“Hey, Mith Holly. Game’s starting,” Tyler said. 

“You don’t sound too happy, pal. What’s wrong?” 

“I hate her,” he said. “You’ll see why.” 

“Oh, dear. Well, I brought popeom. It’s still hot, so we need to get it in a 
bowl.” 

I began walking toward the kitehen and before I got there, I eould see Arehie 
with a woman I assumed was Sharon. She had her arms around his neek and she 
was laying one powerful and prolonged kiss on him. I eleared my throat loudly 
and walked right on in with the boys on my heels. It was like watehing a train 
derail. I didn’t want to look, but there it was. Arehie untangled himself from her 
ehoke hold and wiped his mouth. His faee was blotehed with her red lipstiek, 
remnants of something that shouldn’t be going on with the kids right in the next 
room. I hadn’t even seen her faee and I already despised her. 

And then she turned around. To say she was my antithesis is an 
understatement. She was tall to my short, big boned to my smaller frame, big 
ehested to my average-sized bust, and made up for Mardi Gras. Her shirt was too 
tight, her heels were too high, and she had on too mueh jewelry. 

“Hi,” she said. 

“Holly, this is Sharon. Holly lives next door. My boys adore her.” 

“As long as you don’t, then I don’t mind,” she said. 

Arehie was eompletely fine with the faet that the boys and I eaught them 
kissing. Or if he wasn’t, I eouldn’t tell. Either way, I was irritated. 

“Hi,” I said. “We just need a bowl for popeom. Sorry to intermpt.” 

“Oh, no problem!” she said, smiling like Delilah. 

I moved past her as Tyler reaehed in a eabinet and gave me a large bowl. 

“Thanks, sweetie.” I ripped open the warm bag, dumped the eontents into the 
bowl, and handed it to Tyler. 



“Save me a plaee on the sofa,” I said. 

Tyler and Hunter seooted out of the room with the bowl, their mouths already 
full of popeom. 

“Holly, would you like a glass of wine? Sharon brought a niee red. I just 
opened the bottle.” 

I owed Leslie twenty dollars. 

“No, thanks. ITl just have some iee water,” I said, adding, “And Sharon, I 
brought you ajar of my honey-eovered peeans. It’s good on everything.” 

She took the jar, whieh also irked me, and studied the label. 

“How sweet!” she said, so disingenuously it made me almost siek. “Did you 
make this yourself? It’s so quaint!” 

“Holly is a beekeeper, and this honey is from her bees,” Arehie said. 

“Oh, my God in heaven!” Sharon said. “You aetually have bees next door?” 

“Yeah, quite a few, aetually,” I said. 

“Why?” she said. “I mean, I know they’re supposed to help things grow and 
all that, but aren’t they a lot of work? And don’t you worry about them attaeking 
you?” 

“These are honey bees. They don’t sting unless they are provoked. They’re 
vegetarian. And they’re pretty self-sustaining.” 

“Aren’t there any laws on this island to proteet eitizens from bees?” 

Arehie looked at me semi-apologetieally. “Well, I’ve lived here for years and 
so have the bees, and none of us have been stung.” 

I narrowed my eyes at her and said, “I think anybody who knows anything 
about honey bees would say the benefits eelipse the risks by a margin about as 
wide as the Grand Canyon.” 

“Still,” she said. “Who keeps bees?” 

I took a deep breath and thought. This is worse than I thought. 

“Well, Charles Darwin, Augustus, Charlemagne, George Washington, Virgil, 
Tolstoy, Sylvia Plath, and Martha Stewart,” I said and took a sip of water. “To 
name a few.” 

“By the way. Holly, your beef stew was a hit! We inhaled it,” Arehie said. 
“Thanks again.” 

“Well, thanks! I’m so glad!” 

“Wait! You eook their supper? What are you? A eaterer?” Sharon said, and I 
eould see she was growing suspieious of me. 

“Only to a very small and seleet few,” I said. 

There was sereaming from the other room. The Lakers had seored and the 
boys were jumping on the sofa. 

“Settle down in there!” Arehie shouted. 



“I like to cook,” Sharon said to Archie. “I’ll make dinner for you this week if 
you’d like.” 

“Would you?” he said. “What night?” 

“Which night works best for you?” she said. 

Archie looked at her in that way, the way that told me there was hot mischief 
afoot. Her hooks were in deep. They were already sleeping together. I knew it in 
my bones. And there I stood like the proverbial third wheel. Neither one of them 
seemed to be aware they had an audience. 

“Well, when you get that worked out, let me know and I’ll watch the boys for 
you,” I said. 

“Oh!” Archie said, regaining consciousness. “Thanks!” 

“How sweet! You’ve got a little nanny, a tutor, and a chef all rolled into one,” 
Sharon said. “And you’ve got me! Aren’t you lucky!” 

“I am,” he said. 

I thought I was going to die. 

“I’m just going to go watch the game now,” I said. 

I was thoroughly disgusted. But now that I had a clear picture, I had another 
problem. Sharon’s behavior made me realize how much I cared about Archie. I 
could see he was heading toward something serious with her. I really, and I mean 
really, did not want this condescending, arrogant, awful woman to be front and 
center in Archie’s life and most certainly did not want her in the boys’ life, 
either. At all. 

I got to the living room reasonably composed, or so I thought, and sat on the 
sofa in between the boys. They were completely engrossed with the game. But in 
moments, Tyler sensed that I was seething. 

“Was I right?” he said. 

I wasn’t about to engage in gossip with a seven-year-old boy about the woman 
who might become his stepmother, but I was sorely tempted. 

I just said, “Tyler, these things are hard to figure out sometimes.” 

And he nodded his head in solemn agreement. A simple answer satisfied him. 
He knew me well enough, even from where he stood in his young years, to know 
that I agreed with him. His instincts were excellent. There was nothing to be 
done about Archie and Sharon. It was going to have to play itself out. I was, 
after all, the nanny, the cook, the tutor, and nothing more. 

Archie and Sharon made an appearance in the living room and soon retreated 
back to the kitchen where they could talk and be alone. Apparently, Sharon 
wasn’t much of a Lakers fan or a sports enthusiast. I didn’t live and die for ball 
games either, but I loved the occasional basketball game because it was fast and 
exciting and you could see the faces of the players. 



I stayed until the third quarter, when it beeame elear the Lakers were wiping 
the floor with Atlanta. I gave the boys a hug and stuek my nose in the kitehen to 
sign off with Arehie and to semi-aeknowledge Sharon’s prowess. 

As I walked home, I knew in my heart that I was no threat to Sharon. And that 
hurt. Arehie was as good as married, and I was going to have that hateful woman 
as my next-door neighbor forever. And the boys? Oh, this was going to be bad. 

Leslie was waiting up for me. 

“Glass of vino?” she asked. 

“Sure,” I said. “This is getting to be a habit.” 

She poured me a glass and put it in front of me. 

“These are stressful times,” she said. 

“Cheers,” I said. “I owe you twenty dollars.” 

“Cheers. Figures. How did it go?” she asked quietly beeause my faee probably 
said it all. 

I told her every single detail I eould remember. 

“This woman is insufferable. Even Tyler thinks so.” 

“He’s too young to have an opinion.” 

“Yes, but there’s nothing wrong with his judgment of eharaeter. I’m so 
worried, Leslie.” 

“This eould head south very quiekly,” she said with eoneem, agreeing about 
the urgeney of the situation. 

“I’m telling you, Arehie is down the rabbit hole,” I said. “From the looks of 
things. I’d guess she’s serewing him every time she sees him. They’re all over 
eaeh other. I watehed the game in the living room with the boys while they 
drooled all over eaeh other in the kitehen.” 

“What ean we do about it?” Leslie said. 

“I don’t know. Here’s the thing. It’s the boys. This woman doesn’t give a 
damn about ehildren. Those boys are going to suffer. And it won’t be long until 
Arehie’s miserable.” 

Leslie was quiet then. She was thinking about Hunter and Tyler’s welfare. If 
Leslie knew anything about me, it was that I adored those kids. And even though 
Leslie wasn’t erazy about having her own ehildren, at least so far, she eertainly 
understood erisply how they eould be eompromised if Arehie married the wrong 
person. 

She looked up with a huge grin on her faee. 

“I’ve got it!” she said. “I’ve got the solution!” 

“What?” 

“I’m going to seduee the shit out of him and wreek their relationship!” 

She was so pleased with herself and her marvelous seheme. I was less so. 



And, excuse me, why was she so confident that she could waltz right into 
Archie’s life? 

“What? What are you saying?” 

“I’m saying I’ll take one for the team.” 

“Really? Can you do that?” Just how far was she willing to go? Knowing her, 
she’d go as far as it took. I wasn’t so sure I liked her plan, but I couldn’t think of 
a better one. “What if he doesn’t want to fool around with somebody else?” 

“Please! He’s a man, isn’t he? I’ve yet to see one say no. Watch him resist. 
Watch and learn, little sister.” 

“I don’t know, Leslie. This could really backfire. I mean, if he’s in love with 
her and tells her what you’re up to, they could put the house on the market and 
move to Timbuktu.” 

“Let’s sleep on it and talk some more tomorrow.” 

“Okay.” 

We said good night and I slept like a stone, but morning came early. I tossed 
and turned a bit, watching the rising sun creeping up through the slats of my 
blinds. I was remembering the previous night and Leslie’s plan. Maybe she was 
right. I was never going to have Archie. But maybe we could stop Sharon from 
having him, for the sake of the boys. I wasn’t pleased one bit with the idea of 
Leslie putting the moves on Archie. But I’d do anything to get Sharon out of the 
picture, so I swallowed my damaged pride. 

I finally got up and dressed and poured myself a giant mug of coffee. Momma 
and Leslie still slept. I took my disappointment out to the bees in the haze of 
early morning’s light and told them everything I was worried about. I know it 
may sound peculiar to say this, but I felt better when I unburdened my heart to 
them. In my whole life, there had only been two men I’d ever loved: my father 
and Archie. Both had broken my heart. 

I don’t want to seem melodramatic, but there were things I just didn’t 
understand about men and never would. How could our father put himself so far 
ahead of the needs of his daughters? How could Archie do the same thing to his 
sons? Look at Leslie, Dad. Take a good look at what you did to her. Who did she 
choose as a partner? And me? I chose an older man who rejected me before he 
had a chance to consider me. I wasn’t even worthy of consideration. Thanks, 
Archie. Nice job. Dad. Nice job. 



“Things happen when they are supposed to, you 
know, ” Archie said. 

“I don’t know about that, ” I said. 

“There’s an Indian dude, Srikumar Rao, who 
said, ‘When the flower blossoms, the bee will 
come. 

“Oh, please, ” I said. 


Chapter Nine 



Leslie Takes the Mike 


I had given our seduction idea a lot of solid thought and come to a few 
conclusions. I’d had enough of my own pathetic marriage to justify trying to stop 
someone else from making the same mistake. And I knew it was probably 
immoral to execute the plan as it stood, the actual seduction, I mean. I decided to 
see how it might take shape, you know, get a sense of where Archie’s mind was, 
and then I’d worry about the morality of it all. 

Holly was deeply upset for more reasons than one and I felt it as though it was 
happening to me. It was awful to see my little sister be rejected by the only man 
I’d ever seen her have an interest in. Even though I wasn’t itching for children 
and there was a chance I never would, I had a healthy respect for Holly’s desire 
to see these kids be happy. 

Holly was right. If Archie married this horror show, they would have to do 


whatever Sharon told them to do. And if she had ehildren—^well, we’ve all read 
“Cinderella.” It eould be a sad situation for the boys. If they gave her too mueh 
trouble, they’d wind up at Camden Military Aeademy, or worse. But in any and 
all eases, if Arehie sealed the deal with her, she’d be able to wield a ridieulous 
amount of power. Aeeording to Holly, Sharon made no effort to endear herself to 
Arehie’s boys. I believed her and wondered why Arehie wasn’t thinking about 
that. 

So, how exaetly was I to begin? A lot of naughty ideas floated aeross my mind 
and I finally settled on one. I’d start with timing, going outside to get the 
morning newspaper in a flimsy nightgown when Arehie was leaving his house. 
So I stood at the window and watehed and waited. At seven fifteen, his door 
opened, and he stepped onto his poreh. I hurried down the steps and saw Holly 
was way out, deep in the baekyard with her hives, eooing with the bees. Then I 
leaned over to piek up our paper, giving Arehie a elear view of an option to 
Sharon. I know, I hadn’t even met her, but this was war. And remember? All’s 
fair? Then I stood up and pretended to be embarrassed, as Arehie was staring at 
me like I was naked, whieh I praetieally was. 

“Hi, there!” I said. “Oh, my goodness! You eaught me!” 

“Good morning!” he replied with a very wide smile. “No worries! How are 
you, Leslie?” 

“Praetieally naked! I’ve got to run inside, but I’d love to eateh up with you! 
Been too long!” 

“Yes,” he said, and then without hesitating, he ealled out, “Come for supper!” 

“Better yet. I’ll bring it! Wait until you see what I ean do to a ehieken!” 

I eouldn’t do diddly-squat with a ehieken. I’d enlist Holly’s help. 

I ran up the steps and inside, elosing the door behind me quietly so Momma 
wouldn’t hear. God, I was sueh a bad girl. And I was out of breath. Maybe I’d 
join a gym or just take up running. I was still in good shape, but I didn’t have the 
wind I used to have for some reason. Probably pollen. Heaven knows with all the 
herbs and flowers Holly planted to eneourage her bees’ honey produetion, we 
had an unbelievable amount of pollen in the air all year long. 

Wouldn’t you know it? I got to the kitehen and there sat the queen. She had a 
horrified look on her faee. 

“Would you like to tell me why you’re mooning the neighbors? Have you lost 
your simple mind?” 

I swear that woman has eagle eyes in the baek of her head and the front. 

I dropped the paper on the kitehen table and said, “G’moming! I’ll be right 
baek.” 

I all but ran to my room and threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt and brushed 



my hair into a ponytail on top of my head. One of the few things Holly and I had 
in eommon was great hair. At least we were lueky about that. I hurried baek to 
the kitehen, poured myself a eup of eoffee, and sat at the table aeross from her. 

“There’s an explanation,” I said and told her the whole story. 

“You girls really are out of your minds. It will never work.” 

“Why not?” 

“Beeause aeeording to Holly, he’s already in love with this horrible Sharon, 
whoever she is. What you need is a spy.” 

“Why?” 

“My dentist retired and moved to Florida. I need to find a new dentist. Get this 
woman’s last name and I’ll go see her, you know, nose around a bit. Save your 
virtue for the moment. Or at least try to. I’ll get the story on her. Go get your 
sister. We’ve got work to do.” 

“Okay. But I’m bringing him dinner tonight,” I said. 

“Then bring the boys over here to deeorate eookies or something. That will 
give you some spaee to get a read on him. Your sister’s so naive sometimes. She 
probably just saw them looking at eaeh other with googly eyes. It’s a long way 
from googly eyes to the altar. Let me think this through a little bit. Leslie?” 

“Yes?” 

“This is the most exeiting thing that’s happened around here in years!” 

“Well, it eertainly is a niee diversion for me. I have to get baek in the game 
an 3 rway. This is as good a plaee to start as any other.” 

“Leslie?” 

“Yes, Momma?” 

“I know you. You’re hot-blooded. Try not to disgraee the family. Please?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

There was nothing like the safety and happiness of ehildren to unite women in 
a eause, even if they had disparate personalities and goals. Holly, who stopped in 
to see about the kids after sehool, found Sharon’s business eard on Arehie’s desk 
and eopied down the number and address for Momma. Momma made an 
appointment for the following day. Holly was shoeked beyond belief that 
Momma was aetually leaving the house and even more dumbfounded that she 
was getting involved in our seheme. I knew Momma’s life had beeome super 
dull sinee I married Charlie, but I kept that to myself. Holly was hurt enough as 
it was. 

But Holly was a trouper. She worked her shift at Publix and brought home all 
the groeeries we needed for a great meal. 

We spent the rest of the afternoon making ehieken parmigiana, whieh most 
ehildren love. Then I made a salad of mozzarella balls and the tiniest eherry 



tomatoes I’d ever seen. And Holly had brought home Pepperidge Farm frozen 
garlie bread, whieh is my total favorite. Holly threw together a ehoeolate eake 
with a layer of marshmallows inside, whieh we knew the boys would love. In the 
end it was deeided that the boys would definitely have dinner with Momma and 
Holly, and I, the family’s pineh hitter, would take a pienie over to Arehie. And 
Holly had bought a deeent bottle of red wine, hoping it would loosen his tongue 
and make him want to talk to me. 

“You’ve got to get him to tell you all about Sharon and bring him to his 
senses,” Holly said. 

“Yes,” Momma said, “you’ve got to make him see that Sharon is a terrible 
ehoiee, most espeeially beeause of the impaet she’ll have on his ehildren. If you 
ean’t get past first base with him, ask him what he thinks Carin would want for 
her ehildren. Guilt is a good weapon.” 

“I’ll do my best,” I said. “Hopefully, I’ll get to home plate.” 

Surely, Sharon didn’t have any real assets that I didn’t? I mean, I knew Arehie 
taught world religions and that she was a dentist. Those two professions were 
galaxies apart. I eouldn’t see what they eould have in eommon beyond eamal 
desire. So, around four that afternoon, I took the hot shower of my life, 
shampooed, shaved, tweezed, moisturized, perfumed, and boofed myself into my 
former, younger single self, and paeked up dinner. Cleopatra eould not have put 
any more intention and effort into the seduetion of Mark Antony. The only 
things I didn’t have were a CD of Barry White’s and a seented eandle. 

Momma had been giggling all day at the prospeet of how Arehie would reaet 
to being alone with me. Holly was less enthused, but that was understandable. 
When they saw me, they stopped and exhaled a whoosh of surprise and anxiety. 

“You’ve got this, sister,” Holly said. 

“Poor bastard doesn’t stand a ehanee,” Momma said. 

“Thanks, ladies.” 

It was almost go time. If Holly was right, this might be our only bite of the 
apple. If she was wrong. I’d have a good time messing with Arehie’s head 
anyway. I was just finishing a strategie applieation of eologne when I heard the 
boys eome in the house. I pieked up my purse and went to the kitehen to piek up 
dinner. 

The boys were at the table with Momma and Holly. 

Tyler said, “This is so eool to get to go out on a sehool night!” 

Hunter, who was staring at me, said, “You smell really pretty. Do you have a 
date with our dad?” 

This got Tyler’s attention right away. 

“Do you?” he said. 



“Oh, no, sweetie,” I said. “I knew your dad a long time ago when y’all were 
just little bitty babies and had just moved in next door. I haven’t seen him in 
ages. We just want to eateh up with eaeh other. That’s all.” 

“That’s too bad,” Tyler said. 

“Why’s that?” I said. 

“It would be really niee if he’d have a date with someone besides Sharon,” 
Tyler said. 

“Yeah, we don’t like her,” Hunter said. 

“Why don’t you like her?” Momma asked. 

The two boys looked at eaeh other, unsure of how to answer. And then Tyler, 
being the oldest, spoke. 

“You know how some grown-ups don’t like kids? You ean just feel it? That’s 
her,” he said. 

“Oh, eome on, now.” Holly reaehed over and touehed his arm affeetionately. 
“You know, some grown-ups are awkward, but that doesn’t mean they don’t like 
you. Sometimes it just takes eertain people a while longer to warm up.” 

“Yeah, maybe,” Hunter said, “but some grown-ups think kids are in the way.” 

Out of the proverbial mouths of babes, I thought. 

“I’ll see y’all later!” I said. 

“I promised to have the boys home by eight thirty,” Holly said. 

“Thanks for the warning!” I said and winked at Tyler, who smiled at me. 

“Behave yourself!” Momma said, and then, realizing little pitehers have big 
ears, she said to the boys, “Leslie always behaves. I just tell her that.” 

I pieked up my eooler, my bottle of wine, and my purse and left. 

Well, I told myself as I walked aeross the poreh and down the steps, if he has 
on eologne, it is a date. If he’s all rumpled and the house is messy, it isn’t. I went 
up his front steps and rang his doorbell. It took him no time to answer it. 

“Leslie! Come in! Don’t you look lovely!” 

“Well, thanks, Arehie! It’s so great to see you again! Sorry about this 
morning.” 

“I’m not,” he said. 

I leaned in and he gave me a tiny, very ehaste kiss on my eheek. He was 
wearing some lemony-smelling aftershave and a elean shirt. Two points for the 
home team. The house—^well, what I eould see of it—^was neat and tidy. Two 
more points. 

“What did you bring for us for dinner?” he asked. 

Honey, he was smiling from ear to ear. Oh, yeah, Arehie, you’re going down 
like a redwood. 

“I brought you something you’re gonna love,” I said. 



A little double entendre, why not? 

“You did, did you?” 

“I just have to warm it up.” 

Yeah, warm this up, I thought. 

“Well, let’s do it!” 

I followed him to the kitehen thinking about how big old mean pussyeats 
torture their miee before they eat them, teasing them. I was hoping I was that eat. 

We passed a dining room table eovered in mail. It was a bit like our house. 
Did anyone really use their dining rooms? 

“One of these days. I’ll elear off that table and start having dinner like an 
adult. I hope you don’t mind eating in the kitehen.” 

“The kitehen is absolutely fine,” I said. 

I put the eooler on the eounter, where a eheese board sat with a wedge of Brie 
and some grapes and eraekers. And I notieed that he had set the table for us. 
There were wineglasses and eloth napkins, whieh I also eonsidered a good sign. 
I set the oven to 350 degrees and slid my easserole and garlie bread in, thinking 
it would all warm up in the oven together. 

“This is going to take about twenty minutes. I’m guessing,” I said. 

“That’s fine. I opened a bottle of red wine for us,” he said. “May I pour a glass 
for you?” 

“Please. That would be lovely. Thank you,” I said. “I brought a bottle, too.” 

“Great! We’ll have a reserve bottle. But it’s not good to overimbibe on a 
weeknight. Unless, of eourse, you feel eompelled to overimbibe.” He said this 
smiling, and his eyes just twinkled. “And then, overimbibing is fine.” 

“Are you nervous, Arehie?” 

“Um, why, no. Should I be?” 

He poured a healthy measure into two wineglasses and offered one to me. 

I took the glass from him and said, “Heavens, no! Thanks. Cheers! Here’s to 
renewing old friendships!” 

“I’ll drink to that! Cheers!” 

The edges of our glasses elinked, and we took a sip. 

“Cheese?” he said. 

“Sure!” I said. “Let me fix some for you.” 

“Thanks.” 

We stood there eating roek-hard eold Brie and making polite eonversation for 
a bit until I eheeked on the garlie bread and deeided it was ready. I took it out of 
the oven, put the salad in a bowl, and fixed two plates of food. 

“This looks amazing,” he said. “It smells really good.” 

“Darlin’, the Jensen girls know how to put the hurt on a bird.” 



“They sure do!” 

He refilled our glasses and we sat down to eat. 

“Bon appetit!” I said. 

“You are so right. Bon appetit!” he said, and our glasses touehed again. 

We took a bite and he said, “This is really delieious.” 

To whieh I answered, “I know, right? Here’s a pieee of unsolieited adviee for 
you, Arehie. Never fall in love with a woman who ean’t eook.” 

“Really? Why is that?” 

“Beeause if they don’t eook, they ean’t nurture. A nonnurturing woman ain’t 
got no soul.” 

I realized the wine was quiekly going right to my head. I deeided to let him 
talk for a while and I’d just eat. 

“Is that a faet?” he said, and he was smirking at me. “How did you and Holly 
learn to eook as well as you do?” 

“It was a matter of self-defense. You probably know our mother is the worst 
eook on earth.” 

“I think Holly mentioned that.” 

“No, for real. She is. But I want to hear about you, Arehie. Tell me what’s 
happening.” 

He sat baek and exhaled long and slow. 

“Well, it’s been almost a year sinee we lost Carin.” 

“She was awesome.” 

“Thanks. We all thought so. And learning to live without her hasn’t been easy 
for me or for the boys.” 

“Of eourse.” 

“Is there more ehieken parm? I shouldn’t, but I’d really like to have some 
more.” 

“Please! I’m flattered! Let me get it for you.” 

“Thanks. An 3 rway, we’ve been moping along, trying to get through the 
holidays and so on. Your sister has been as good as gold to us. I mean, I don’t 
know what we would’ve done without her. She pieks up the kids from sehool if 
the weather is bad, she’s helped with homework, made snaeks, dinners, and 
anything she eould think of.” 

“Holly’s a roek. And she adores Tyler and Hunter like they’re her own blood.” 

“Yes. I know. And they feel the same way about her. Really, having her with 
them and us, well, she’s been a godsend.” 

I refilled his plate and put it in front of him. Then I took a bold ehanee and let 
my hand rest on his shoulder for a moment before I sat down in my ehair again. I 
eould feel him fiineh and I thought, Uh-oh, game over. 



“Leslie? I feel like I should tell you something.” 

I smelled bad news, but I pretended to be as serene as Audrey Hepburn in 
Sabrina. 

“Lay it on me, brother.” 

“I’ve met someone.” 

“I know. Holly told me. That’s so wonderful. The boys mentioned it, too. 
Sharon, isn’t it?” 

He breathed a tiny sigh of relief. 

“Yes. She’s a dentist with a speeialty in eosmetie work. She takes athletes and 
all kinds of wreek vietims and rebuilds their mouths. She’s very talented.” 

“That kind of work has to be painstaking and metieulous. I wouldn’t be a 
dentist for all the money in this world.” 

“Really? Why’s that?” 

“Well, I think you’d have to have a very exaeting personality, whieh I don’t. 
You know, like a perfeetionist, whieh is a eurse, if you ask me. And the thought 
of getting into other people’s germy mouths all day long is unappealing to me. 
I’m not a fan of blood, either.” I shuddered for emphasis. 

“Well, she makes me happy. And I guess that’s all that matters, right?” 

“Um, I’m less sure than you are about that,” I said. 

“What do you mean?” 

His voiee had a slight defensive tone, so I softened my response. 

“Arehie, there’s an old saying: marry in haste, repent at leisure.” 

“I’ve heard it all my life. There’s probably some truth to it. For young people, 
it makes a ton of sense. But by the time you’re my age, you know when 
something is right.” 

“Well, in my ease, I eould’ve dated Charlie for ten years and not known what 
he was up to.” 

“What was he up to? If I may ask.” 

I looked at him, wondering if I should just tell the truth, and then I started to 
laugh, and I eouldn’t stop. He started laughing, too. Finally, he gave me a glass 
of water and I drank it, ealming down at last. 

“It was that funny of a breakup?” he said. 

“Okay, try this one on for size and tell me what you think. Charlie, who now 
prefers to be ealled Charlene, likes to dress up in women’s elothes. He’s moved 
to Las Vegas hoping to be hired in a revue of female impersonators.” 

“You’re shitting me.” 

“Nope. And here’s the killer: he doesn’t see why that should have any impaet 
on our marriage.” 

“Great God. And you obviously had no idea?” 



“No. None. You could’ve knocked me over with your finger.” 

“Is he a dancer?” 

“Well, he was one of sorts. Drum major with his college marching band. He 
likes to do high kicks. This is what I’m telling you, Archie. What’s the rush?” 

“I hear you,” he said. An almost imperceptible amount of doubt crossed his 
face. “But, you know, Leslie, I’m no prize.” 

“What do you mean? Are you nuts? You’re a total hunk!” 

“Please. I’m an old fuddy-duddy with gray temples. I have two children . . .” 

“I’m glad you brought them up. Is Sharon the kind of stepmother Carin would 
want for her boys? If memory serves, your two little guys were the loves of her 
life, besides you, of course.” 

“Oh, I think she’d be thrilled,” he said, and I got the sense he believed it. 
“Sharon is accomplished and smart and she’s sexy as hell. That’s for sure.” 

Great, I thought. So happy to hear she’s sexy. What was I? The Great Sphinx 
of Giza? 

“Does Sharon like them? Do they like her?” 

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll get that all worked out. But as Sharon says, they’re going 
to go to college and leave me. It would be nice to have a companion for myself.” 

“Yes, they are going to go to college and leave you. But not for another 
decade. ” 

He got quiet then and reached for the wine bottle to refill our glasses. He 
leaned back and took a long drink and put it down. 

“Ten years is a long time, Archie. I mean. I’d be happier if I knew she was 
crazy about Tyler and Hunter.” 

“I’ll see about my boys. Don’t worry about that.” 

“Of course, you will.” I paused. “Look, Archie. You might think I’m saying 
this because I’m sour on marriage, and at the moment I have to say. I’m not the 
biggest fan. If you didn’t have kids. I’d say go on and get married and have 
yourself a ball. But you do have kids.” 

“And? What are you saying?” 

“Well, in our family, we have the opposite problem. Our father just walked out 
one day and never came back. And there’s not a day that goes by that Momma, 
Holly, and I don’t relive the sting of it.” 

“No, I’m sure it has had a huge impact on all of you.” 

“I think what I’m saying is that whether the family member is leaving the tent 
or joining the tribe, all the members of the tribe deserve deep consideration.” 

“Leslie, you’re the first person I’m telling. The boys don’t even know. I’m 
going to ask Sharon to be my wife. We’ll get married right here in my backyard 
the week after Easter. If she’ll have me, that is.” 



The news was going to break Holly’s heart, and the boys were going to be 
devastated. What eould we do to stop this wedding from happening? 

“Wow. I don’t know what to say. It’s sueh a surprise. Congratulations.” 

“Thank you.” 

“You’re quite eertain?” 

“I am very eertain. She loves me and she wants to make me happy. What else 
eould I want?” 

“Listen, Arehie, I’ve never laid eyes on the woman. I’m sure she’s perfeetly 
wonderful. Too bad she got to you first, is all I’m saying.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I think you know exaetly what I mean. Holly and I and even the queen want 
nothing more for you than to be happy. But we want the same thing for Tyler and 
Hunter. None of us would think less of you if you ehanged your mind or went a 
tiny bit slower.” 

“I hear you. I’ll think about what you’re saying. But Sharon and I knew eaeh 
other before we knew eaeh other, you know, in another lifetime. I think we’ve 
been together through many lifetimes.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin 
deliberately and plaeed it on the table, signaling the end of eonversation on the 
topie. “Now, did I see a eake?” 

“Sure thing,” I said and got up to eut a sliee for him. “So you believe in 
reineamation?” 

“One hundred pereent.” 

“No kidding. Wow. Well, I’ll have another glass of wine, if we have any left.” 

I put a plate with eake in front of him and put his dinner plate in the sink with 
mine. Things were not going as planned. 



1 was out in my apiary singing to my bees, 
“Honey bee! You stung the heart of me . . 

Hunter and Tyler popped up, giggling. 

“What’s so funny? ” 

“You ’re singing and dancing! ” they said. 

“Go ask your daddy to play the Supremes for 

you. ” 


Chapter Ten 



Holly Grabs the Mike 
Back 


I couldn’t believe what Leslie told me about last night. She grilled the hell out 
of him and laid the guilt on as thick as Momma likes her pimento cheese on a 
Ritz. Worse, Leslie couldn’t believe Archie was immune to her charms, however 
genuine they may or may not have been. The situation was a lot worse than I 
thought. No man, as far back as I could remember, had ever passed on ooh-la-la 
with Leslie. And, in my mind, I could see Archie heading to the chapel. I just 
knew it. 

I was in the yard, working my flowerbeds, and had already pulled enough 
weeds to fill a large paper grocery bag. That amount of volume was usually a 


whole morning’s work, but I’d done it in under an hour. I was in overdrive, and 
if I didn’t get a grip on myself. I’d be so sore tomorrow I wouldn’t be able to do 
a thing. I deeided to stop. I made a note to buy Epsom salts at Publix when I 
went in to work, just in ease I needed them later. God, I was turning into sueh an 
old woman. 

The water pans in my apiary were empty. I turned on the spigot and filled a 
watering ean. Then I put it on the ground and went to my shed to put on my 
beekeeper suit. As mueh as I loved my bees, I wasn’t taking any ehanees. If they 
got a whiff of my pheromones that morning, they might panie and swarm. 

Arehie was a lost eause as the objeet of my affeetion, but the boys weren’t. 
Still, if and when he did marry Sharon, it might be awkward to try and maintain 
the frequeney of my eneounters with them. Besides, the deeent thing to do was 
to give her the ehanee to endear herself to them. She wouldn’t be able to do that 
if I was around all the time. I owed them all some spaee and time. 

I told my bees the whole story of Leslie and Arehie and Sharon, and waggle 
daneing ensued onee again. They were telling eaeh other something, but it 
seemed different than usual. 

There were so many interesting things about bee eommunieation within the 
eolony. In the morning, they send out seouts for food sourees. On finding it, they 
drink a buneh of neetar and return to the hive. On reentering the hive, the seout 
walks straight in, shakes her tummy like mad, and makes a buzzing sound with 
her wings. The duration of the daneing and shaking and flapping of her wings 
tells the others how far away the food souree is. Next the seout regurgitates the 
neetar and it’s gobbled up by other bees, sort of like a wine tasting. I’d read 
somewhere that the seouts are also eovered in the seent of the flower, whieh 
helps the bees know whieh flowers are the grand erus in the garden. It all makes 
perfeet sense. In faet, life seemed to make more sense in the world of honey bees 
than in ours. 

“What am I to do?” I asked them. “She’s a truly dreadful woman of biblieal 
proportions. I’m not kidding. She’s so definitely the wrong queen for their hive. I 
know I only met her onee, but she’s so wrong for Arehie and she’s going to 
absolutely ruin what’s left of the boys’ ehildhood. Wasn’t it bad enough to lose 
their mother? A stepmother should be a buoy, a souree of strength, but also a 
ehanee for those little fellows to have more joy in their lives. Sharon is anything 
but joyous. The only eonsolation is that at least they’re just next door, so I ean 
still keep an eye on things. But don’t worry. I’m going to be very eareful around 
her. I’ve got to be. She would shut me out if she thought I was doing the least 
thing to undermine her position. I know that. What do y’all think?” 

They just buzzed all around me and then left me to forage. There seemed to be 



no solution. 

Momma had her appointment with Sharon that afternoon. Leslie drove her 
there, and beeause Sharon did not know Leslie or Momma from Adam’s 
houseeat, she wouldn’t have reeognized either one of them. I was eoming home 
from work just about the same time they were returning from the eity. 

“I’m going to make us a piteher of ieed tea,” Momma said. 

“Perfeet!” Leslie said. “I’ll eut us a sliee of eake.” 

“I’m starving,” the queen said. 

“Espionage is eompletely exhausting,” I said, thinking I was pretty elever for 
onee. “How did it go?” 

The ehanges in Momma were remarkable. Sinee Leslie’s return. Momma had 
not fallen out of bed onee. Even more remarkable, she was out of bed and 
dressed appropriately. Now she was making tea. Her life foree had begun to flow 
in her veins again. She was in exeeptional humor. Well, I knew why, of eourse. 
Sinee Leslie married and left home. Momma had been in mourning for Leslie, 
her elone. She had been depressed. Here’s the weird part. I didn’t mind 
Momma’s turnaround one iota. I’d mueh rather have her this way than how she 
had been in Leslie’s absenee. God, we were sueh a peeuliar family. Now we 
were engaged in sabotage like the Snoop Sisters. But hey, every family needs a 
projeet. 

I eut a lemon into wedges and took glasses from the eabinet. Within a few 
minutes we were reeapping the afternoon. 

“So what did you think of her?” I asked them. 

“She’s an imperious so-and-so and I didn’t like her one bit,” Momma said. 
“She wanted to put veneers on all my teeth and give me a Holl 3 rwood smile. 
When I told her I didn’t need a Holl 3 rwood smile, she said, then, I should at least 
bleaeh my teeth, and I said what for?” 

“She’s not telling you the best nugget,” Leslie said. “She asked her if she had 
ehildren and Sharon said, ‘That’s one pain in my neek I’ll never have.’ Niee, 
right?” 

“Oh, God, she doesn’t want ehildren?” I said. “Don’t you think Arehie needs 
to know that?” 

“Absolutely,” Leslie said. “But how are you going to tell him something like 
that?” 

“Leslie’s right,” Momma said. “But surely, he’s going to ask her how she feels 
about the boys at some point, don’t you think?” 

“You would think so,” I said. “You would think so. But I don’t know what to 
think anymore.” 

“It’s true,” Leslie said. “The whole world seems like it’s gone mad.” 



“Are you talking about Charlie or Arehie?” Momma said. 

“Momma,” Leslie said, “Charlie isn’t mad, he’s just too odd for me. People 
should be free to do what they want.” 

“I know that, but he promised to love, honor, and eherish you in front of every 
last person I know on this island,” Momma said. “He should’ve told you.” 

“He’s still perfeetly willing to do those things,” Leslie said. “As long as I’m 
eool with ealling him Charlene and watehing him pretend to be Cher or Liza or 
God only knows who.” 

There was a pregnant pause in the eonversation. 

“You did the right thing, Leslie,” Momma said. 

I said, “Why Arehie wants her is inexplieable to me. Carin must be turning 
over in her grave.” 

Everyone agreed. What to do? What to do? 

“So, Plan A was a bust. And what we learned in Plan B is too hot to handle,” 
Leslie said. “What’s Plan C?” 

“Plan C is to think about it and tomorrow we’ll eome up with something,” 
Momma said. 

There was a lazy supper of whatever we eould put together from last night’s 
dinner with a salad of tomatoes, greens, and red onions. Momma went to bed, 
Leslie and I eleaned up the kitehen, then we took a glass of wine to the poreh. 

We sat in our usual roekers, toasted eaeh other, and took a sip. 

“At some point in our unremarkable lives, one of us needs to take a eourse 
about how to avoid buying bad wine,” Leslie said. 

“Good idea. I just put a lot of iee in it and then it doesn’t taste so terrible.” 

“That was one thing Charlie knew. Wine, I mean,” Leslie said, and paused for 
a moment. “You know, I don’t think Charlie is really so, so odd. I mean, way 
down deep in his soul. I think he’s afraid of life passing him by or something. He 
wants a thrill. A big thrill. Do you know what I mean? There’s something about 
getting married, buying a house, and moving to the burbs of Cleveland, or 
an3rwhere like that, that ean feel suffoeating.” 

“I was all set to be suffoeated, and nada. Ain’t happening.” 

“Domestie life just doesn’t ring his bells. Like, he thinks his life’s over. There 
are no more big ehoiees at our age. You’ve made them. Now you have to wait 
for a promotion to do just what you’re doing, exeept more of it, for some stupid 
ineremental raise. It’s a big fat snore.” 

“You think he really doesn’t mean to be a full-time female impersonator?” 

“I think he’s trying to be outrageous.” 

“Job well done,” I said. 

Leslie raised her glass to Charlie, in the darkness. 



“That’s what I’m thinking.” 

“Maybe. Are you going to hire a lawyer?” 

It was getting dark. 

“Not tonight. I’m going to take a walk over to Middle Street and do a pub 
erawl. Care to join me?” 

“Me? Oh, Leslie. No. No, thanks. Maybe some other time.” 

“I know. But no guts, no glory. Listen, I’m losing my mind staying home 
every night.” 

“I’m used to it. An3rway, you go have fun. I’ll see you later.” 

“Don’t wait up for me, babe.” 

Leslie went inside and eame out a few minutes later. I eould smell perfume, 
and even in the low light, I eould see that she had applied a lot of makeup. And 
she had ehanged elothes. It didn’t seem right for her to go to the bars alone. I 
hoped she’d run into an old friend and have a good time remembering the things 
they did when they were kids or when they went on dates or whatever. She was 
lonely. I knew what loneliness tasted like. It was bitter, and you wanted to hide it 
beeause eomplaining about it made you look weak and pathetie. But I was used 
to it. I just ealled it leading a solitary life. I guessed that the shoek of Charlie and 
the rejeetion of Arehie were the springboards to a good ease of forgetting about 
propriety and all the barriers of the world women endured, although Sullivan’s 
Island was more relaxed about those kinds of soeietal rules. Good for her! Good 
for her to get out of this house and out of her box and see what fun there was to 
be had on this old island, even if she had to go it alone. 

But I strongly disagreed with one thing she said. All the big ehoiees about my 
life had yet to be made. There was a future out there that had yet to be lived, and 
it was waiting for me to find it. 

I eheeked on the queen and she was lost in the arms of Morpheus, snoring 
softly like a bear. 

After I washed my faee and brushed my teeth, I elimbed into bed. Maybe I 
should paint my bedroom walls a new eolor. I liked that really pale shade of 
eelery green. Maybe even trim it with something besides eream. Like pale 
yellow? Or maybe I should think about wallpaper. I needed a ehange. My old 
mahogany bed needed new life. I didn’t even know where it eame from. Some 
long-dead relative, I guessed. Maybe I should paint it, too? And I still had my 
desk from high sehool and the same old ehair. Maybe I should try to get some 
money together for a new rug. Suddenly, my bedroom, whieh had always been 
my favorite spot in the house, seemed worn. I was feeling so restless that night, 
my mind still running a mile a minute. When was Arehie going to pop the 
question to Sharon? When was he going to ask her how she felt about his sons? 



When was he going to tell the boys? How would they reaet? That was what I 
worried about the most. I knew they already had serious doubts about Sharon’s 
affeetion for them. 

I must have drifted off to sleep, but around five o’eloek, just as the sun was 
beginning to light the eastern horizon on fire, I woke suddenly and deeided to 
use the bathroom. The house was quiet, as the air-eonditioning hadn’t kieked 
into its day eyele yet. The floors were drafty. I thought to myself. Someday, if I 
ever have any money. I’m going to insulate this plaee the right way, whatever 
that meant. Most of the original island eottages had no insulation at all. 

I threw a robe around my shoulders and made my way down the hall to the 
bathroom I shared with Leslie. The door was looked. Something made me look 
in her bedroom. There she was in her bed, fast asleep. So who was in my 
bathroom? 

Oh, Leslie, I thought, what have you done? 

I went baek to my room and stood behind my door, peeking through a small 
opening. In a moment I had my answer as a man emerged, earrying his shoes and 
tiptoeing as quiet as a little mouse toward the kitehen door. I reeognized him, but 
I didn’t say a word. He was a guy Leslie used to date before she met Charlie. I 
eouldn’t remember his name. When the moment was right, I eleared my throat to 
mask the sound of him opening and elosing the door. He turned around in 
surprise and I gave him a little wave. If he had awoken the queen, she would’ve 
kieked his butt the whole way to Charleston. And for as mueh as I thought it was 
trashy for Leslie to drag some guy home she hadn’t seen in a thousand years, I 
did admire her nerve. 

Over breakfast Momma said, “Did y’all hear any noise during the night?” 

I said, “I slept very soundly. I didn’t hear anything.” 

“Me, either,” Leslie said, lying through her teeth. 

“Well, I heard thumping—^you know, da dump, da dump, da dump. You know, 
like, you know?” 

“Hmmm,” Leslie said and looked at me aeross the table, erossing her eyes. 

I nearly spit my eoffee out through my nose. 

“Really?” I said. “Could be a mouse in the wall. Or a marsh rat. They always 
try to get inside when the weather’s about to ehange.” 

“Yes. And the next time I hear sounds like that I’m going to investigate them 
with my shotgun!” Momma said and looked at Leslie. “You might want to pass 
that along.” 



Hunter asked, “Why do bees buzz? ” 

I said, “Because they flap their wings two 
hundred times per second! The flapping makes 
the buzz sound. ” 

“They must be very tired at night, ” Hunter said. 


Chapter Eleven 



The Boys 


I saw Archie in the driveway on Sunday afternoon. He told me that he’d asked 
Sharon to marry him. She said yes. 

“Well, eongratulations,” I said politely. 

“Thanks,” he said. “You don’t seem very exeited about it.” 

“I think it’s eomplieated. Have you told the boys?” 

“No. But I’m going to do that tonight over dinner.” 

On Monday afternoon, I was sitting on the front poreh in the eool air reading 
the Post & Courier when I saw Tyler and Hunter eoming down the bloek. Their 
baekpaeks were slung aeross their baeks like Marley’s erippling ehains. Their 
young shoulders didn’t seem broad enough to earry their troubles, and before 
they even reaehed my poreh, I read the expressions on their faees and knew they 
were very unhappy. 

Before they reaehed me, I knew what they would say. They didn’t want 
another mother. Or anyone to try to take Garin’s plaee in any way whatsoever. I 
understood that elearly. Their point of view was valid. And that was the problem 


as it stood between them and their father. They didn’t want Sharon. Their father 
did. Sharon, in the best ease, was indifferent to the boys. 

Leslie was inside sleeping off a hangover. I’d heard her slip in the house at 
sunrise. Oh, Leslie. 

And my mother, believe it or not, had baked eookies for the boys. Okay, they 
were just the sliee-and-bake variety, but for her? This? Are you kidding? We 
might have been in the End Times. Even Momma, hard-hearted as she may have 
seemed, felt very badly for the boys. 

When the weather was niee, Tyler and Hunter walked the few bloeks home 
from sehool together. And when Arehie wasn’t home, they eame to my house. It 
had been this way sinee Carin died. There was always someone home in our 
house, so they didn’t have to go into an empty house with no one to ask them 
how their day had gone. Besides, they were too young to be home alone. And 
sinee Sharon worked during the week, they would eontinue to eome to my house 
after sehool at least until they were old enough to have a key. I hoped. 

At that point, beeause I knew the ball was in play with no ehanee of a time¬ 
out, I had some thoughts for them to help them get through the erisis. 

“Well! Hello, gentlemen! How was your day?” I said, standing to greet them. 

I folded my paper as though it didn’t matter anymore. It didn’t. The most 
important news had arrived in person. 

“Terrible,” Tyler said. 

“Yeah,” Hunter said. “Terrible. I threw up my luneh.” 

“Come here, sweetheart,” I said. 

“Luekily, he didn’t barf on himself,” Tyler said. 

I put my arms around Hunter and he just leaned into me like dead weight. 
Poor little fellow. 

“All right, now,” I said, “Miss Katherine aetually baked some eookies for 
y’all.” I held Hunter baek and looked into his eyes. “Do you think your tender 
eonstitutions ean handle warm ehoeolate ehip eookies and a glass of milk?” 

“I ean,” Tyler said. 

“I’ll try,” Hunter said. 

“Then let’s go inside. Go wash your hands and meet me in the kitehen.” 

They nodded and went toward the bathroom. Momma was in the kitehen, 
seooping the eookies onto a platter with a spatula. 

“I made a dozen or so. Do you think that’s enough?” she said. 

“Well, young boys are eating maehines,” I said. “And these two need some 
serious TLC this afternoon.” 

“He told them?” she said. 

“Yes,” I said. “They’re not happy at all.” 



“How could they be?” 

Momma gave me one of her signature harrumphs. We were still incredulous 
over Archie’s judgment. It was still less than a year since Carin died. Nothing, 
not one thing, about this upcoming marriage felt right. 

The boys came in with long faces and slumped into their chairs at the table. 

“Hey, Miss Katherine,” Tyler said. “How’re you?” 

“Yeah, hi. Miss Katherine,” Hunter said. 

They felt hopeless. 

“White milk or chocolate milk?” my mother said. 

She was going all out. 

“Chocolate,” they said and then added, “Thanks.” 

The sighing coming from Tyler and Hunter was profound. They perked up a 
little when the glasses of chocolate milk were delivered with the warm cookies. 
They smelled so good, I reached for one. Momma swatted the back of my hand. 

“Those are not for you. Holly. If you want cookies, I imagine you know how 
to bake them?” 

I cut her some side eye and she gave it right back to me. Tyler and Hunter 
giggled and it lightened the mood a little bit. 

“She’s a mean old thing,” I said to them. 

“Watch your mouth,” Momma said and winked at the boys. 

“Okay, let’s hear the story,” I said. 

“My life just blew up,” Tyler said. 

“Yeah,” Hunter said. “Mine, too.” 

“Oh, come on now,” I said. “Look, maybe it won’t be a bad thing. Maybe 
she’ll turn out to be a lot of fun. And the next thing you know, you’ll both be 
going to college and then out into the world to do great things!” 

“For once, I agree with my daughter,” Momma said. “And you know what? 
Sharon might be really nervous about getting married and suddenly, boom! She’s 
a stepmom, too! It’s a lot for her to take on. Think about it.” 

“That’s right,” I said. “If you two wanted to make your daddy happy, and I 
know you do, you’ll be happy for him.” 

“Yeah, we know all that, right?” Tyler looked at Hunter who was nodding in 
agreement. “But here’s the thing. We don’t need another mother. We’re fine just 
like we are.” 

“I understand, and I see why life’s working for you,” I said. “But grown-ups 
are different. Well, not every single one, but most adults like to have a partner. 
It’s normal to want to have someone who likes what you like and wants to do the 
things you like to do. You know what I’m talking about?” 

“And I wouldn’t be surprised,” Momma said, “if she’s more of a partner to 



your dad than a stepmom to y’all. I mean, I think she’s pretty busy and I’d be 
surprised if she interfered with things as long as they’re going along smoothly.” 

“We’ll see about that,” Tyler said. 

“I don’t know,” Hunter said. 

“Listen, here’s my free adviee,” I said. “Just take things one day at a time. 
And trust your dad. You know he wants only the best for both of you.” 

“I know,” Tyler said. 

“Your dad is super smart, Tyler. I’ve never seen him do anything erazy,” I 
said. I pieked up their glasses and rinsed them in the sink. 

“Until now,” Hunter said. 

“Now, now,” Momma said. 

In the distanee, we heard Arehie’s ear door slam. 

“Dad’s home,” Tyler said. 

“Party’s over,” Hunter said. 

They gathered up their things, started to leave, and then turned baek to faee 
us. I eould see that Tyler’s eyes were moist. 

“Mith Holly? If things get really terrible, ean we eome live with you?” 

“Oh, Tyler,” I said. 

“This is still my house,” Momma said. “But the door is always open for you 
both.” 

Then, to my further surprise, Tyler and Hunter rushed to my mother and threw 
their arms around her. She was breathless from the impaet and surprise of it. 
Before either one of us eould think of what to say, they turned and ran out of the 
house, slamming the sereen door. 

Momma and I looked at eaeh other. 

“What do you think is going to happen?” she said. 

“I think that Arehie will be happy for a while, but I don’t think he eould have 
ehosen a worse stepmother for those boys if he’d pieked up a stranger off the 
street. That’s what I think.” 

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” she said. 

“You were really sweet to them,” I said. 

“Well, those poor little guys have been through enough. I just feel for them, 
that’s all. I mean, eome on! They’ve grown up right under my nose. They’re just 
defenseless little boys with no say in the matter. I know that’s how these things 
go, but somehow it doesn’t seem fair that they don’t even get a vote.” 

It wasn’t like her to be so sympathetie, but there she was, sympathy itself. 

“No, it doesn’t seem fair at all. You’d think he’d sit them down and talk about 
it at length. Not just announee it, like here’s your new future.” 

“You don’t think he talked to them?” 



“No. And I really would’ve thought there would have been more time spent 
with Sharon to let the boys have a ehanee to get used to her. You know? Like 
movies or pienies? Just something more than this.” 

“Holly, you don’t know men. This is elassie. If this marriage is good for him, 
then it’s good for everyone. I’m sure he’s thinking the kids will adjust. And to be 
honest? Most kids do. But then most eandidates for stepmother try harder than 
this one. They try to win over the kids.” 

“She hasn’t done any eampaigning to win over the kids, as far as I know.” 

“She didn’t have to, beeause Arehie wants this to happen so mueh.” 

“Momma? I think you’re right. I don’t know men. But I know skunk when I 
smell it.” 

We heard a shuffling in the hall. 

“The family floozy is awake,” Momma said. 

“Oh, Momma, don’t eall her that.” 

Another harrumph. 

“Do you think I don’t know what goes on under my own roof?” She shrugged 
her shoulders. “I’m going to go take a nap. All this exeitement is elevating my 
pressure. Too mueh.” 

I didn’t respond exeept to say, “Okay.” 

I took a paekage of ehopped meat out of the refrigerator and reaehed for an 
onion. Meat loaf was destined to be the star of tonight’s menu. 

“We got any eoffee?” Leslie said, eoming into the kitehen. 

Her hair was all tangled, her T-shirt was all baggy over her plaid flannel 
drawstring pants, and her robe was untied. She was seratehing her stomaeh. 

“You look like who did it and ran,” I said. 

“That’s exaetly what happened,” she said, examining the empty and elean 
interior of our eoffeemaker. “And boy, was it fun!” 

“You’re terrible,” I said. “Coffee’s in the eabinet.” 

“So, what did I miss?” she said. 

“Arehie’s engaged. And he told the boys.” 

“How did that go over?” she asked. 

“Not well at all.” 

“No surprise there. Nope, none at all,” she said and filled the pot with water. 
“Where are the filters?” 

“Pantry. Seeond shelf.” 

“So when’s the wedding?” 

“Soon. As he said. Right after Easter.” 

“What a sin. Awful.” 

“I know it’s happening, and I know we ean’t stop it from happening, but I 



wish something would happen to end the nightmare.” 

“You know, Holly, I was thinking about this whole deal while I was regaining 
eonseiousness from a night of utter debauehery, and . . 

“I’m worried about you,” I said. “It ain’t fittin’, what you’re doing. You’re not 
divoreed, you know.” 

“Let me finish. We ean save my eternal soul in a few minutes.” 

“Continue. You were thinking . . .” 

“That in our minds, we may be overblowing this. I think that as long as they 
don’t move off the island, the risk to the kids is probably nominal.” 

“Leslie, let me ask you something. Would you like to live with someone who 
didn’t like you? Beeause that’s really the eore problem here.” 

“Well, maybe you ean guide the boys to endear themselves to her.” 

“I think they’d rather take a bullet,” I said. “Their suspieions of her and their 
distaste for her run deep.” 

“No, really. I’m serious.” 

“I’m thinking, and I eannot eoneeive of a single thing they eould do. A eraft? 
She’d probably laugh at it. I mean, I eould give them flowers from my garden 
for her or something like that.” 

The eoffee was dripping, and it smelled so good, I deeided I’d have a eup as 
well. 

“That’s a good start,” Leslie said. “Everyone loves flowers.” 

“It’s going to take a whole lot more than flowers to eement that relationship,” 
I said. 

I left Leslie in the kitehen and I took my mug to the poreh. The fading light of 
the afternoon was wrapping everything in rosy hues. The truth was that I didn’t 
want Arehie’s marriage to Sharon to work. If I eouldn’t stop it from happening, 
then I wanted it to end as quiekly as possible. 



Unique among all God’s creatures, only the 
honey bee improves the environment and preys 
not on any other species. 

—Royden Brown, Author of The World’s Only 
Perfect Food: The Bee Pollen Bible 


Chapter Twelve 



Roofie 


The next day, my eell phone rang, I answered it, and to my utter astonishment it 
was Sharon. She was not ealling for her patient, my mother. She was ealling for 
me. And I knew exaetly why. 

“Holly?” she said. “It’s Sharon.” 

“Oh, hi, Sharon. What’s going on?” 

“Well, Areh and I finally deeided where we’d go for a honeymoon, and ...” 

Areh? When did he beeome Areh? 

“Oh? Where are you going?” 

“Bermuda. And we were wondering if we might. . .” 

“How lovely. I’ve always wanted to go to Bermuda.” 

She must be ealling to ask me to keep the kids while she and Areh went away. 
Why else would she eall? Beeause she was running a speeial on veneers? Or 
Invisalign? Gimme a break. 

“Yes, well, you should go. It’s eompletely eharming. Anyway, we were 
wondering if. . .” 

“I’d be delighted to take eare of the boys.” Forever, I thought. 

“You would? Oh, that’s just great! Another detail to eheek off the list as done! 


Thank you so much.” 

“You’re welcome. How long will you be gone?” 

“Oh, just a week. You know our calendars are insane and well, I really can’t 
be away for too long. An3rway, this time we want to compensate you. Arch 
insists.” 

“I wish he wouldn’t,” I said. 

“Look, we have to spend fifty dollars a day to board my cats. So it only seems 
fair to give you at least the same for the boys.” 

I couldn’t believe my ears. I knew I was hypersensitive when it came to the 
boys and this wedding and Sharon and all of it, but to put the boys in a similar 
category as her cats? Should I have asked if that was fifty dollars per cat? 

“I’d be happy to take care of them. Let’s just leave it at that. Do y’all have a 
date yet?” 

“Yep.” 

She gave me the date and I wrote it down. We made a bit of insincere chitchat 
and a little blah blah blah and finally I managed to get her to hang up. Once she 
got started talking about herself, it was like a freight train gathering speed. There 
was just no stopping the thing. 

“Who was that? ” Momma yelled from the other room. 

“The soon-to-be Mrs. Arch! ” I yelled back. 

There was silence for a moment. Then she said, “She calls him ‘Arch’ now? 
What kind of a stupid nickname is that?” 

I could hardly believe the unprecedented words that were on the tip of my 
tongue, but here they came. 

“I agree with you,” I said. 

I decided to look in her room to be sure she hadn’t fainted. She had not. 

“So, what’s the latest in Peyton Place?” she asked. 

“I told her we’d keep the boys while they go on their honeymoon to 
Bermuda,” I said, and I was sure I sounded glum. 

Then I told her about the kennel fees and she said, “You know, normally. I’d 
tell you that you were too sensitive for your own good.” 

“And that I’m an idiot about men,” I said, just throwing it out there to add 
insult to my own injury. 

This brought a small harrumph from the QB. 

“I think you and Leslie are right. Arch is making a mistake. But you know 
what? It’s his mistake to make. We can’t do anything except keep our arms 
around the little boys and let them know they’re loved by us. Archie will regain 
his senses after he’s lived with her for a while.” 

“I wish I had your faith,” I said. 



Later on, when I was in the kitehen making dinner, Leslie sauntered in. 

“Whateha making?” she said. 

“Something to mateh my mood,” I said. 

“Ragout?” 

“Very funny. No, I’m making a Portuguese seafood stew.” 

“So you’re stewing over what? Arehie?” 

“Yeah, it’s like my favorite thing these days. Would you believe Sharon ealled 
me this morning? I nearly fainted when I heard her nasty voiee on the other end 
of the phone. God, she is so self-absorbed.” 

“Lemme guess. She wants you to be her maid of honor?” 

“You’re hilarious,” I said, and whispered, “No. You’re not.” 

“Yes, I am,” she whispered baek. 

“She wants us to keep the kids while they go off on their romantie honeymoon 
to Bermuda.” 

“Of eourse, we’ll take eare of them. We ean only pray she dies from 
sunstroke. Or runs off with a pool boy.” 

Leslie always took things to extremes. 

“Isn’t it a sin to pray for something bad to happen to other people?” I said. 

“Here, give me the earrots. I’ll peel them. Why don’t you ever ask for help?” 
she said, and I handed her a peeler. 

“Sometimes it’s just easier to do it myself” 

“Well, it is not a sin to pray for the bad guys to get it. Go read the Book of 
Psalms in the Bible. There’s one where David asks God to pray his enemies 
home or something like that. People been praying for their enemies to die sinee 
forever!” 

“If you say so.” 

“Charlie ealled me this morning. Again,” she said. 

“To talk about what?” I said. 

“Nothing in partieular,” Leslie said. “And that’s what’s so weird. He thinks 
everything between us is going to be fine. I told him he’s as erazy as hell.” 

“Hmmm,” I said. “How eould he think everything is fine?” 

“Well, beeause we still love eaeh other.” 

My jaw dropped. 

“How is that even possible?” I said. Boy, I really didn’t understand love at all. 
Not a bit. 

“I don’t know, but it is.” She was peeling those earrots with a vengeanee, long 
strands falling into the trash. Then she stopped and looked at me funny. “When’s 
the last time you had a professional haireut?” 

“I trimmed it last year.” 



“You cut your own hair?” 

“What’s the matter with that?” 

“I don’t know a single soul who cuts her own hair. Are you suffering with 
some kind of depression or something?” 

“No.” 

“You do realize you could make yourself more attractive than you do. And I 
mean that in the nicest possible way.” 

“Why in the world would I change my looks? I mean, who’s looking at me?” 

“Because, one, you never know who’s looking. And two, a good haircut and a 
little bit of makeup sends a message.” 

“What does it say? For a good time, call Holly? Can we talk about something 
else?” 

“No, you big dope. I’m just thinking, you don’t know who’s coming to the 
wedding. There might be someone there for you. And if you show up looking 
like hell, that fabulous guy will be lost forever!” 

“I do not look like hell! And I’d be shocked if I liked any of Sharon’s friends.” 

Momma waddled into the room and sat at the kitchen table. 

“I don’t think I’d like any of her friends, either,” Momma said. “And Archie’s 
friends are probably too smart for you.” 

“Momma!” Leslie said. “You couldn’t possibly have meant for that to sound 
as mean as it did.” 

“What?” Momma said. “What did I say that was so terrible?” 

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m used to it. I think what she means is that they all have 
Ph.D.s and I’d feel inadequate around them. They’d be talking about some 
obscure stuff I couldn’t possibly know and I’d be embarrassed with my lowly 
B.A.” 

“Just because someone has a huge amount of knowledge on a particular 
subject doesn’t mean they’re a genius,” Leslie said. “And for what it’s worth, I 
think you have as much raw horsepower as anyone I’ve ever met with a Ph.D.” 

“Thank you, sister,” I said. “I think.” 

“I’m just thinking that why not go get a great haircut, get your makeup done, 
buy a great dress, and let Archie know what he’s missing.” 

“I don’t like to relive the past, but I did precisely that for your wedding, 
Leslie, and then your lovely father showed up with Lola,” Momma said. “What’s 
for dinner?” 

“Seafood vegetable stew,” I said. 

“Put in extra potatoes for me,” Momma said. “Never met a carb that I didn’t 
like.” 

“Okay,” I said. 



“But, Momma, you looked so great in all the pietures,” Leslie said. “Holly, it 
might be fun to get all glammed up. What do you think?” 

What did I think? The thought of it made me nervous, that’s what. I felt like 
makeup and faney elothes draw attention to you, and I wasn’t eomfortable with 
attention. But how long had it been sinee I’d dressed up? 

“Well, I might do it just for the fun of it, but I wouldn’t be doing it to try and 
get Arehie’s attention on his wedding day. That’s for sure,” I said. “That would 
be gross.” 

“Let me handle it,” Leslie said. “I still have some friends in the beauty 
business around here and I still have a few friends on King Street.” 

“Okay, I’m going out to eheek on my bees,” I said. 

“I want you to look fabulous in Arehie’s wedding pietures,” Leslie said, 
ealling after me. 

“You’re sueh a good sister,” I heard Momma say. 

Outside, I told my bees what was happening as I gave them some more water. 
They were buzzing all around me as though they were paying attention. I was 
exeited to have the boys for a week, but I wasn’t exeited that this wedding 
aetually appeared to be happening. Then I sheepishly told them about Leslie’s 
proposed makeover. I deeided I might as well go along with her seheme beeause 
otherwise she’d nag me to death until I did. 

I looked over to Arehie’s house and saw a window sereen eome sliding down 
from the seeond floor and hit the azaleas below. I looked up to see Hunter sitting 
on the roof He had elimbed out of the upstairs window. He waved at me with a 
big grin. I ran over to his yard in a total state of panie. 

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” I ealled up to him. 

“I’m sitting on the roof!” he ealled baek. 

“Crawl baek inside this instant!” I said. My heart was beating against my rib 
eage. 

“Don’t want to,” he said. “I’m protesting!” 

“Why?” I said. 

“Dad’s not taking me on his trip to Bermuda! That’s why!” 

“But it’s his honeymoon!” I said. “You’re staying with me!” 

“I want to go to Bermuda!” he said. 

“That’s not how this works,” I said. 

“Tyler said Sharon was marrying into our family and the honeymoon is to 
eelebrate it. If that’s so then we, Tyler and me, ought to get to go, too.” 

I almost eouldn’t argue with that logie. 

“You’ll understand when you’re a little bit older,” I said. “But your dad’s 
right. You boys should not be going on his honeymoon.” 



“Why not?” 

My heart was pounding. Where was Arehie? 

“Beeause it’s just for the bride and groom! Now go baek inside and don’t ever 
let me see you on the roof again!” 

He erossed his arms and gave me an angry stare. 

“Hunter? Don’t make me eall the fire department!” 

He thought about that for a moment and deeided that a visit from the fire 
department probably wasn’t his tieket to Bermuda, so he erawled baek inside. 

The kitehen door slammed and suddenly Arehie was in the yard. 

“I heard something fall,” he said. 

“Yeah, it was a sereen. It’s over there.” I pointed to the bushes. 

“Now how in the world did that happen?” he said. 

“I wouldn’t have the first elue,” I said and thought. Wow, Hunter eould have 
broken his neek. 

The next day when I saw Hunter eoming home from sehool, I took him aside 
and explained the eoneept of Lent to him, that this was a period of time when 
Catholies all over the world spent some time thinking about their souls and 
asked themselves if they were living a life that would please the Lord. 

“What does that have to do with me?” he asked. 

“It means stay off the roof. Hunter,” I said. “The good Lord would not be 
pleased.” 

“Oh,” he said. “You might be right about that.” 

“I’m aetually eertain,” I added. “So, what are y’all doing for Easter?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Okay. I’ll ask your dad,” I said. 

Hunter ran inside to have an after-sehool treat with Tyler. Momma was 
making sliee-and-bake eookies again. This time they were blond sugar eookies 
with the silhouette of a pink rabbit inside and sugar sprinkled all over them. Pink 
was all they had at Publix. They were out of green and blue. 

Soon, Arehie’s ear pulled into the driveway, so I stood to greet him. 

“Hi!” I said, popping up from behind the boxwoods like a jaek-in-the-box. 
“The boys are inside with the queen. How was your day?” 

“It was a good one. Yours?” 

“Another day in paradise,” I said and erossed the road to greet him. “Arehie, 
ean I ask you something?” 

“Sure!” he said. “Anything.” 

“Do y’all observe Easter?” 

“Most years, yes. But sinee Garin’s been gone, I don’t think we’ve been to 
ehureh at all.” 



“Well, this Sunday’s Palm Sunday, and down at Stella Maris they have an egg 
hunt for the kids on Saturday. I’d be glad to take the boys, if you’d like me to.” 

“Oh, that would be so niee of you. Gosh, I’m glad you reminded me about 
Easter. I’ve been so foeused on the wedding, I forgot all about it. I’d better get 
Easter baskets for the boys, too.” 

“We have great ones at Publix. If you want, I ean bring home two niee ones 
and hide them at my house until Easter morning.” 

“Would you do that? Oh, that would be great! Thanks!” 

“Sure! Somehow the holidays seem to have a way of sneaking up on us, don’t 
they?” 

“Yes, they do. And this wedding’s sneaking up on me, too.” 

“It’s okay to get eold feet, Arehie.” 

“I eouldn’t do that! Sharon would kill me.” 

We stared at eaeh other for a minute. I eould see I had eonfused him then. Was 
I telling him onee again that he shouldn’t do this? He had told Leslie and me in 
no uneertain terms that he intended to marry Sharon. Well, then, if Sharon was 
the right girl for him and his boys, why hadn’t she offered to fix Easter baskets 
for the boys and for all of them to go to ehureh together? 

I knew I was an old-fashioned girl who still did things like go to ehureh and 
plan for holidays. And I wasn’t reminding him about it beeause I thought I was a 
better Christian. All I eared about was the boys being overlooked and their not 
being ineluded in a holiday that most of their friends and their families 
eelebrated. 

“Well, we’re making a traditional Easter dinner for after ehureh. You know, 
ham, string beans, deviled eggs, potato salad, red riee—all that stuff. Biseuits. 
Anyway, we’d love for y’all to join us.” 

Y’all did not inelude Sharon unless it had to. 

“Well, that’s awfully niee. I’ll have to eheek with Sharon. You understand, 
don’t you?” 

“Of eourse! Just let me know.” 

Well, when the jury eame in, the verdiet read as follows: It would be a great 
help if I would be in eharge of baskets and it would be great if I eould sneak 
them over before the boys woke up. If I wanted to take them to the Easter egg 
hunt, that was fine. Chureh on Palm Sunday might work, he’d let us know, but 
for Easter Sunday, they were going to a gospel bruneh at Halls Chophouse. 

I outdid myself. I took them to the egg hunt and they had a ball. I let Mass on 
Palm Sunday slide, beeause they weren’t Catholies an3rway. But when the sun 
rose on Easter Sunday, I had on a rabbit suit, eomplete with ears and a puffy ball 
tail. As soon as I saw a light go on at their house, I left their baskets by the front 



door and sneaked all around the house, tapping on the windows and dropping 
ehoeolate-eovered eggs on the grass. The boys saw me, of eourse, and were 
hysterieal laughing. They quiekly eame outside and ehased me, and I threw little 
foil-wrapped ehoeolate marshmallow eggs at them, saying things like. No! 
You’re not supposed to catch the Easter Bunny! It’s very bad luck! Run away! 
Run away! 

I had not eounted on Sharon being at their house. Somehow, I had missed 
seeing her ear. She opened the baek door, standing there in some Vietoria’s 
Seeret peignoir set and stirring a mug of eoffee. 

“Well, Little Miss Bunny Rabbit, aren’t you just adorable?” 

I stopped in my traeks and stared at her. Suddenly, I didn’t eare about her 
anymore. 

“Niee job making Easter for these boys, Sharon. Very thoughtful job. You 
really knoeked yourself out!” 

Her smile disappeared, and she arehed an eyebrow at me. There was hate in 
those eyes. 

Silenee hung like something dark and terrible was building. No one spoke. 

Before it beeame horribly awkward, I gathered up my shopping bag of 
ehoeolate rabbits and jelly beans and said, “Happy Easter, y’all! Tell your daddy 
the Easter Bunny was here!” 

And like a true bunny would, I hopped my way home thinking Sharon might 
have Arehie for the moment, but the boys were mine. 



“Here’s another fun bee fact. How about honey 
bees don’t sleep? They stay motionless to 
conserve energy for the next day! ” I said. 

“What? ” Tyler said. “That’s crazy! ” 


Chapter Thirteen 



Any Objections? 


Leslie stayed home the night before Arehie and Sharon were to be married, 
probably to give her liver a rest. I was pretty sure the Gentlemen of the Tap were 
holding a eandlelight vigil at Dunleavy’s Pub, praying for her swift return. She 
said she’d been ehallenging old pals to see who eould drink the most shots of 
tequila and stay on the barstool. I was like, what? You turning into a frat boy? 
How stupid. And she kept saying she still loved Charlie, but I eouldn’t tell you 
why if you gave me a million dollars. In any ease, they talked on the phone all 
the time. 

Like I knew she would, Leslie had her way with my appearanee, dropping a 
buneh of money at Stella Nova to transform my looks from the neek up and 
another small fortune at different retail establishments on King Street to take 
eare of the neek down. This was more money than I had ever spent in one day. 
Ever. Not even for Christmas. 

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I’m sending the bill to Charlie.” 

We giggled like sehoolgirls. 

I had to admit I looked pretty amazing; for me, that is. The dress she ehose for 
me was a bold shade of pink, sort of like the eolor of geraniums. It was linen. 


sleeveless, and fitted. I eould wear fitted elothes beeause I was on the lean side 
—^probably a result of all that yard work. She found beige strappy sandals with 
bloek heels, whieh were a good idea for an outdoor wedding, so I wouldn’t sink 
into the ground. Lastly, we bought a gauzy linen wrap, in ease it got ehilly. The 
haireut was layered a bit, definitely an improvement as it made me look like I 
had style, something that had totally eluded me for my whole life up to now. 

“Who knew you had a figure like this?” Momma said when I tried on the 
dress for her to see. 

“I’ll take that as a eompliment,” I said. 

“You need a pedieure,” Leslie said. 

“Why?” I said. 

“Beeause your feet are gnarly and disgusting. Get in the ear.” 

“Calm down. I have to ehange first,” I said to Leslie. And then I turned to 
Momma and said, “I guess I’m getting a pedieure.” 

Momma just shook her head and smiled. She was so mueh happier with Leslie 
around. 

So I had a pedieure and a manieure, and I had to admit, it was really niee to 
have somebody rub my feet. I didn’t even know they needed it until it was all 
over, and I felt as light as a dandelion. And the pink polish Leslie ehose matehed 
the dress. Of eourse. 

We’d been watehing Arehie’s house as the tent went up, and in the early 
afternoon, the eaterer arrived and more ehairs and raeks of glasses from a rental 
eompany and then, of eourse, flowers. For as badly as I felt about Arehie 
marrying Sharon, and I was really struggling to get over it, some tiny part of me 
was exeited to be a part of it beeause, well, I didn’t get invited to a lot of big 
parties and weddings. It would have been mueh worse to be aeross the street 
longing to be a part of it. I wondered if they’d have a band and daneing. 

Waiting for the appointed hour seemed like an eternity, but at last it was time 
to dress and walk over. Leslie and Momma had been invited as well, but earlier 
in the week they both begged off and sent me to represent the family. 

“You don’t need me to hold your hand,” Leslie said. “In faet, you’ll do better 
without me there. But if there are any hot guys, eome get me.” 

“Don’t wait around for that to happen. I fully expeet this to be a very dull 
affair.” 

“Maybe I’ll drop in for a glass of ehampagne,” she said. 

The QB harrumphed. 

“If I never go to another wedding, it’s okay with me,” Momma said. “With the 
possible exeeption of yours.” 

I knew the real reason she was staying home was beeause Arehie’s wedding 



would remind her of Leslie’s, and I didn’t think there was a thing in her eloset 
that would work. The dress she had worn to Leslie’s wedding was about five 
sizes too small and getting smaller every day. 

“I’m not getting married any time soon,” I said. “But it’s niee to know you’d 
eome.” 

“Listen to you,” Momma said. “You’re starting to sound like me.” 

Leslie said, “You look gorgeous.” 

“Thanks. And Leslie, thanks for all of this. I mean it.” 

“You’re weleome. You know, I know it’s going to be awful for you to wateh 
him marry her.” 

“Yeah, it will be. But I’m going for the ehildren. It’s going to be worse for 
them.” 

“You’re a good woman. Holly. I hope your prinee is over there waiting for 
you.” 

“If he is. I’ll ask him if he’s got a brother.” 

We hugged then, like sisters. Physieal affeetion between us was rare, but 
Leslie knew I was on edge and I think she just wanted to eneourage me to be 
brave. 

As I drew elose, I eould hear ehamber musie. Well, I thought, that’s pretty 
elassy. There was a erowd of seventy-five or so people, milling around under the 
tent, talking and elaiming seats. I spotted Hunter and Tyler. They were eaeh 
wearing a navy jaeket and khaki pants with a shirt and tie. Their hair was wet- 
eombed. Their loafers were shined. Someone had seen to every detail. Probably 
Arehie. They looked adorable. 

“You both look so handsome!” I said to them. 

“We’re the best men!” they said together. 

“That’s wonderful!” I said and thought. At least they’ll feel like they’re a part 
of the whole event. “That’s a very big deal, you know.” 

“We know. Dad told us that about a million times,” Tyler said. 

“I’m still mad I don’t get to go to Bermuda,” Hunter said. 

“Oh, eome on, now,” I said. “Let’s put that behind us. And besides, we have a 
whole week to do things together! It will be better than Bermuda.” 

They eyed me with keen suspieion, the kind of suspieion only little boys ean 
harbor. 

“Like there’s anything we ean do about anything anyway,” Tyler said. 

I knelt down to his level and looked him in the eyes. 

“Tyler, it’s not easy to just trust anyone eompletely. Believe me, your father 
has thought all of this through. He only wants what’s best for both of you. 
Someday, when you’re a dad, you’ll understand just how earefully these ehoiees 



are made. So promise me you’ll both give Sharon a ehanee, all right?” 

They looked at eaeh other. Tyler had his hands stuffed in his pants poekets. 
Hunter was kieking the dirt and sueking his teeth. 

“Okay,” Tyler said. 

Hunter said, “We’ll see. If she’s niee to us, then we’ll be niee to her.” 

“No, no, young man. That’s drawing a line in the sand, and that’s not how this 
has to be. You have to begin with an open heart. Hunter. Promise me?” 

“Okay,” he said after a moment of eonsideration. 

I looked up to see Arehie eoming toward us. He was drop-dead gorgeous in 
his tuxedo. 

“Is everything all right?” he said. 

“Sure, Dad! Let’s go get you married off!” Tyler said. 

Hunter was less sure but managed a erooked smile all the same. 

“Let’s go. The sooner you get married, the sooner I get eake!” he said, and he 
seooted away with Tyler. 

I stood there looking at Arehie. He was so handsome I wanted to ery. Men in 
tuxedos were like men in uniform. There was just something so appealing about 
the formality of it. And he was wearing a Braekish bow tie, made of peaeoek 
feathers. I eould feel his exeitement, and then it all ehanged. He looked at me 
then as if he’d never seen me before. We both knew what the look meant. It was 
reeognition. 

“You look really, I mean, you’re beautiful. Holly,” he said. 

I smiled at him and said, “I’ll still be the girl next door if you ever need me, 
Arehie.” 

He was quiet then as it all sank in. Perhaps he realized in that moment that he 
was marrying the wrong woman, but it was too late to do anything about it. And 
don’t you know, here eame the bride, a vision of eleavage and bad taste in eeru 
laee with too many sparkling baubles all over her dress refraeting the light like a 
light saber from Star Wars. 

“Holly, is that really you? You’re so . . . um, pink!” 

It’s unbeeoming for the bride to be a biteh on her wedding day, I wanted to 
say, but I held my tongue. 

Instead I said, “You look lovely, Sharon. What a beautiful bouquet. 
Congratulations.” 

I was going to be a lady about it all. People were taking their seats. The 
ehamber musie began playing slightly louder. 

“Good luek!” I said to them and walked away. 

What else was I supposed to do exeept hide my feelings? I took a seat in the 
very baek, next to an older eouple, and waited for the eeremony to begin. The 



ceremony was being performed by a friend of Sharon’s who happened to be a 
judge. He was standing at the end of the little makeshift aisle with Archie and his 
two sons. Hunter, of course, was fidgeting, unable to stay still. 

First, some older ladies were brought up the aisle. Then two women who were 
bridesmaids, even though they seemed a little too old to be in a wedding party. 
And a little tiny golden-haired girl followed them, dropping flower petals. She 
was walking so slowly and dropping her petals with such deliberation that the 
guests smiled and chuckled. She couldn’t have been over three years old and she 
easily stole every single heart. 

The music became louder again, the guests stood, and along came Sharon, on 
the arm of a man I assumed was her father. I was puzzled and a little slighted to 
know that Archie and Sharon’s relationship had come this far and I’d never been 
introduced to anyone in her family. But in my heart, I knew it was because 
Archie considered any introductions to be unnecessary to a neighbor. 

Just get this over with, I thought. Please. Let this be over in a hurry. I watched 
Archie’s face, looking for a crack in his wall. But Archie was too much of a 
gentleman to be anything else. He smiled warmly at Sharon as she approached 
him. I could see that he felt genuine affection for her. 

The judge invited anyone who had objections or knew of a reason why Archie 
and Sharon should not marry to speak. 

They exchanged vows, and I felt like I was in some altered state of 
consciousness, watching myself in a nightmare. Suddenly, I noticed a couple of 
honey bee scouts, buzzing around. Then a few more and a few more. They could 
only be mine. What were they doing out after dark? I sent them a mental 
message to go home and not come back here tonight or there’d be hell to pay for 
them. But I still wished for a disaster to happen; a little one would be fine. 

The next thing I knew, the ceremony was over, and Archie gave Sharon a 
polite kiss. She grabbed the back of his neck and laid one on him that was so 
French I couldn’t believe my eyes. I mean, gross. There was nervous laughter all 
over the place and I thought. Good, there’s something he should notice. 

They came up the aisle, smiling at everyone, and went inside, I assumed to 
sign their marriage license. In moments, waiters appeared with trays of 
champagne-filled flutes, people were talking, and a party had begun. Everyone 
stepped out of the tent so that the wait staff could rearrange the chairs and add 
tables for dinner. Archie and Sharon reappeared and were mingling, followed by 
a photographer. 

Leslie suddenly appeared, and we spotted each other. 

“I decided to take advantage of the free cocktails,” she said. “How was it?” 

“Pretty dismal, from my point of view. I kept wishing someone would call it 



off.” 

Just then, a lone seagull flew over and dropped his visiting eard on the baek of 
Sharon’s gown. She didn’t flineh. He was followed by two others who did the 
same. Leslie and I looked at eaeh other and burst into subdued laughter, the kind 
where you ehewed on the insides of your eheeks until you tasted blood. Then 
there was a fourth, whieh made a direet hit on her head, and bird shit was now 
running down her faee. Understandably, Sharon started shrieking. Had the birds 
joined forees with my bees? 

Waiters rushed to her side with napkins and bar towels. When Tyler and 
Hunter saw what had happened, they fell to the ground, holding their stomaehs 
and laughing like hyenas. I ran to them. 

“Hey! Y’all! Come on!” I hissed. “Yes, it’s funny, but only in a terrible, 
terrible way. But you’re not allowed to laugh like this. It’s very mean!” 

Reluetantly, they got up, and I brushed them off. 

“You’re no fun, Mith Holly,” Tyler said. 

“Yeah,” Hunter said. 

“Wait a minute. You boys promised me to have an open heart, remember? We 
had a deal, and a deal is a deal.” 

We looked over to where Sharon was praetieally getting a bath and saw her 
erying hysterieally. 

“I feel bad for her! Don’t y’all?” I said. “This night is supposed to be her 
dream eome true! Now, go to her, like good boys, and see if there’s anything 
y’all ean do! Offer to get her a glass of water. Hurry up!” 

They seurried away and I turned baek to Leslie, who was standing with a very 
tall woman with large hands. She had on a long blond wig, a blue silk dress, 
pumps, tons of jewelry, thiek eyelashes, and enough makeup to put Estee Lauder 
right into a eoma. I looked again and reeognized her. Him. Oh, God. I nearly 
fainted. 

“Hello, Holly,” said a familiar voiee. 

“Well, hi there yourself, Charlie,” I said. “What a, um, surprise!” 

It was my brother-in-law. In full female regalia. 

“I guess this makes us wedding erashers,” Leslie said, eaten up alive with 
giggles. “Can I get anyone a drink?” 

“Yes, anything with aleohol would be perfeet,” I said, unable to take my eyes 
off Charlie. 

“I’d like a eosmo, if they ean manage it,” Charlie said. 

“Well, this isn’t Vegas, but the Loweountry ean hold her own in the booze 
department. I’m pretty sure about that.” 

Just then the photographer appeared with Arehie by her side. 



“I wanted to be sure I had a pieture of us,” he said. “And the boys. Where are 
they? They were supposed to follow me over here.” His eyes found Charlie, and 
his surprise was obvious. “Do I know you?” 

“Yes, you do! I’m Leslie’s husband.” He extended his hand for Arehie to 
shake and Arehie shook it soundly. “And tonight. I’m Charlene.” 

Not to me, you’re not, I thought. I was a little eonfused. 

“Well, I’ll be damned. Charlene,” Arehie said. “Of eourse, you are.” He 
turned to the photographer. “Can we get a pieture of the three of us?” 

“I hope you don’t mind that I stopped in,” Charlie said. “I eame to the island 
to surprise Leslie. I want her to eome with me, baek to Vegas.” 

“And I’ll bet you surprised her, all right,” I said. 

“No, I’m delighted to see you,” Arehie said, smiling. 

We stood together and smiled, and the photographer snapped several pietures. 

“Thank you. I should probably go help Leslie with the drinks,” Charlie said 
and walked in the direetion of the bar. 

“Terrible thing about the seagulls and all,” I said. “Is Sharon okay?” 

“Oh, sure. She’s fine. Luekily, she has another dress. She went inside to 
ehange.” 

“So, when do y’all leave? I mean, what time? I know it’s in the morning.” 

“At ten. Holly, I need to say something.” 

I eould feel the eleetrieity between us. It was as real and as powerful as 
anything I’d ever felt. 

“No, you don’t. You just go and have a great time in Bermuda and don’t worry 
about a thing.” 

I looked at him, staring straight into his eyes as if to say. You’re a damn fool, 
Arehibald MaeLean. A damn fool. Did his eyes say he was in agreement? 



“So, aren’t drones remote-controlled bees? ” 
Hunter said. 

I said, “No. Drones don’t do anything except 
mate with the queen. And then they die. ” 

“Well, that s stupid, ” Tyler said. 


Chapter Fourteen 



The Vapors 


Well, Charlie’s physical appearance was too much for Momma. When we all 
got home from the wedding, Momma was in the kitchen. She looked up and 
gave him the most serious hairy eyeball I’d ever seen her deliver. 

“You’re not planning on sleeping under this roof, I hope,” she said. 

“Momma, Charlie is my husband, for goodness’ sake,” Leslie said. 

“Go get yourself a hotel room,” Momma said. “I think you’ve done enough 
for our family’s reputation for one night.” 

“Momma! That’s not nice! You can’t treat my husband this way!” Leslie said. 

“Charlie, I’m talking to you. Do you have a hearing problem, too?” Momma 
said. 

“No, ma’am. I do not have a hearing problem. But I must say you are hurting 
my feelings,” Charlie said. “However, I will not stay where I am not welcome. 
Come, Leslie, gather your things. We can go to the Courtyard Marriott.” 

Leslie looked like she was about to burst into tears. Her fist covered her 
mouth. 


“Oh, Charlie, I can’t go with you, you know, like this. I love you. You know I 
do. But I just can’t.” 

“I see,” he said. “And why not? We were just at a wedding.” 

“That was a bad call,” Leslie said. 

“Do you not have a mirror?” Momma said. “I think it’s time for you to call it a 
night.” She went about ten feet from the kitchen and turned around. “And 
another thing. You were never that handsome as a man, but, great God almighty, 
you make one ugly woman.” 

Momma left the room, presumably to go to her bathroom to try and find ten 
milligrams of something that would readjust her central nervous system. 

Charlie looked at me, pursed his lips, and put his hands on his hips. 

“Have you ever?” he said. 

I said, “Charlie, sometimes things go your way and sometimes they don’t.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It means bless your heart,” I said. 

“Which means?” 

“You’re an idiot, Charlie,” I said. “You can’t come around here dressed how 
you are dressed and expect a good reaction. I’m sorry. That’s just the way the 
world turns.” 

“I never thought you were so narrow-minded. Holly.” 

“Don’t insult me, Charlie. I’m not narrow-minded one bit and you know it. 
You’re the odd man out here.” 

“Well, that’s an interesting expression. Your mother? Okay. She’s from 
another generation. But I’d have thought you were, well, a lot cooler about the 
ways of the world.” 

“Charlie, I have nothing against your lifestyle. How you live is entirely your 
business.” 

“Thank you,” he said, still giving me some self-righteous attitude. “Although I 
don’t need anyone’s permission.” 

“But you should’ve told my sister the truth before you married her.” 

“Maybe we should talk in the morning,” Leslie said. “Come on. I’ll walk you 
to the door.” 

“So, I’m being thrown out into the night? Dismissed like an unwanted 
visitor?” 

“Come on, Charlie,” Leslie said and took his arm. “We’ll talk tomorrow, 
okay?” 

I said, “Charlie?” 

He turned back to me. 

“It wasn’t a black-tie wedding. You’re, like, way overdressed.” 



He shrugged his shoulders and left. 

Well, it wasn’t blaek tie, I thought. 

I poured myself a glass of wine and one for Leslie. She would need it. I took a 
long sip and sat down at the table, waiting for my sister. It was a few minutes 
before I heard the engine of Charlie’s rental ear turn over. Leslie eame into the 
room with her arms raised, looking at the eeiling in an expression of Why me, 
Lord? 

“Do you believe this night?” she said, taking the glass. 

“When Charlie showed up, I thought you were going to have to send someone 
to serape my body up from the ground.” 

“Yeah, he sure made an entranee.” 

“The best part though, was the seagulls,” I said. We toasted. “Not one but 
four.” 

“Agreed, but Charlie ran a elose seeond.” 

“For sure. Here’s what I don’t get. Why doesn’t he understand that you have 
your own feelings about his deeision to be doing this?” 

“You know what? I’d have to say beeause at the bottom of it all, he’s a man 
like all the rest of them. Part mule.” 

“There’s just so mueh I don’t understand,” I said. “So mueh.” 

“Yeah, look what you’re missing out on.” She paused for a moment. “Are you 
all right? I mean, about Arehie getting married?” 

“Of eourse not, but what am I supposed to do?” 

“Well, at least you have the affeetion of his ehildren. They’re sueh preeious 
little boys. They were so eute in their blazers and neekties. Little men.” 

“I know. It’s erazy, but I ean’t wait to have them for a week.” 

“Are they staying here?” 

“No, I’m going over there. What are you going to do about Charlie?” 

“I don’t know. I really do love him, you know? I keep telling myself he’s just 
going through a phase or something. But this seems beyond phase behavior.” 

“Yeah, boy, in my expert opinion? It’s beyond phase.” 

“I mean, if he’d gone out and bought a Harley, it would’ve been a lot easier to 
eontend with. Or if he’d taken up roek elimbing, you know?” 

“Of eourse! The strangest part of this, and it’s all pretty strange, is that he 
doesn’t seem to understand why it’s a problem for you. Like, why ean’t you just 
take him as he is?” 

“Exaetly. Although he has got to know that this is asking a lot. It’s not like he 
wants to dress up in private, whieh might be easier for me to adjust to.” 

“You’re kidding, right?” 

“Not at all. I mean. I’ve known him sinee his family moved here. He was a 



little femme, but that never bothered me. Now, suddenly, he’s a female 
impersonator out there in the world? I don’t understand.” 

“Maybe beeause it got dumped on you all at onee it’s harder to take.” 

“No kidding! Do you think we might have diseussed this bit by bit to give me 
a ehanee to get my brain around it?” 

“Seems to me that might have been a better ehoiee.” 

“He wants to flaunt it all over the plaee. I’m asking you, who eomes to 
Sullivan’s Island in full drag and erashes a wedding?” 

“Is it drag! I thought drag was half of the term drag queen. And drag queens 
are gay, I think.” 

“Charlie’s not gay. I’m eertain of that. But baek to my question. Who shows 
up like that on Sullivan’s Island and erashes a wedding?” 

“No one that I ever knew. At least, to the best of my limited knowledge.” 

“What a night,” she said again. “Maybe that was just a huge lapse in 
judgment.” 

Morning eame quiekly. I had a little headaehe from all the wine and 
ehampagne I’d eonsumed at the wedding and afterward, when Leslie and I, 
ineredulous to the tenth power, sat together trying to disseet the brains of Charlie 
and Arehie. I went into the kitehen thinking eoffee would elear the eobwebs and 
a pieee of toast might soak up the poison and bring me baek to life. Momma was 
seated at the table reading the paper. The eoffee was already made. 

“Oh, g’moming! Is Leslie up?” I said. 

“No, she’s still sleeping. At least she’s alone.” 

I just shook my head and reaehed inside the refrigerator for the milk. 

“I’m going over to the boys in a little bit. Do you need me to do anything for 
you before I go?” 

“No, I’m fine. You sister ean help me if and when she deeides to rise.” 

“Did you bring in the paper?” 

“I’m not dead yet, you know. I ean still go outside and get the paper if I want 
to.” 

Maybe she was taking some of the nurse’s adviee and taking up a little 
exereise. I didn’t say another word about it. 

“Well, great. Thanks for making the eoffee.” 

She put the paper down and whispered to me. 

“What did you really think of Charlie?” 

“I think he’s a little eraeked. I really do,” I whispered baek. “His arrival was 
just so blatant. I mean, where’s his eonsideration for Leslie’s feelings?” 

“Thank you,” she said and resumed reading, satisfied with my answer. 

Then she put her paper down again. 



“Do you think she’s going to patch things up with him?” 

“No. I don’t. Look, Leslie is super cool with Charlie’s choices. She’s not super 
cool having a female impersonator for a husband, especially one who wants to 
live in drag twenty-four seven.” 

“I imagine that would be pretty complicated.” 

I dropped a slice of bread in the toaster and pulled down the lever. 

“And I think you might be relieved to know that there was not one single 
person at the wedding I recognized.” 

“I was waiting for the telephone to start ringing.” 

“Well, I’m just saying I don’t think Charlie found the audience he was hoping 
for. What are you reading so intently?” 

“The obits. What else? Do you know there are people in here younger than 
me?” 

“I imagine so. Life’s a gift, that’s why they call today the present.” 

“You’re a regular Hallmark card over there, missy.” 

“I was just kidding.” 

My toast popped up. I put it on a paper towel and buttered it. Momma 
continued reading the paper and I stood eating my breakfast over the sink. 

“So I’m working four shifts at Publix this week. They’re only six hours each. 
Do you think you or Leslie could keep an eye on the boys for me?” 

“Of course! I think they’re going to need a lot of attention for the foreseeable 
future,” Momma said. “I’m sure Sharon is going to try and establish authority 
over them. From everything I’ve seen and heard, she’s a tough cookie.” 

“She is,” I said and wondered what was going on with me that I was agreeing 
with Momma right and left. “And thanks. I’m gonna go over there now because I 
know Archie and his bride are taking off soon. I want to be sure the boys get a 
good breakfast.” 

“I know where to find you,” she said. 

I was just putting some things together to take next door—a book I was 
reading, my toothbrush, and a pair of pajamas—^when the phone rang. Leslie 
must’ve picked it up, and a few minutes later she came into the kitchen. 

“Is there any coffee left?” 

“Good morning!” Momma said. “Decent people have been up for hours, you 
know.” 

“It’s the weekend. Momma. Decent people also sleep later on the weekends.” 

“Don’t sass me,” Momma said. “I can still turn you over my knee.” 

Leslie rolled her eyes and I poured her a mug of coffee and handed it to her, 
shaking my head. I thought. Well, that was an ironic thing to say for someone 
who had spent most of her life in bed until Leslie returned. But when I looked 



back at Momma there was a tiny smile creeping across her face. She was having 
fim. 

“I’m having breakfast with Charlie this morning,” Leslie said. 

“Why?” Momma said. 

“Because I have to get some things straight between us,” Leslie said. 

“Good luck with that,” I said. “But let me know how it works out. I’ll be next 
door.” 

I rinsed out my mug and blew them a little kiss. 

It was a beautiful day and there was no humidity to speak of. Spring had 
officially returned to Sullivan’s Island. More and more flowers were blooming, 
and all the bushes had new growth. The azaleas had reached their peak and the 
magnolias were about to pop open. Confederate jasmine and fig ivy were on the 
crawl again, climbing and winding around anything in their path. And all those 
dahlias I planted earlier in the month were coming soon. I was more excited 
about them than anything else I’d ever planted. 

Last spring, just by chance. I’d gone to the Citadel Mall and saw an exhibition 
put on by the Charleston Garden Club. That was the first time in my life I’d ever 
seen a dahlia, and I fell in love with them right away. They were so intricate, 
they almost looked like origami flowers made of tissue paper. And they bloomed 
in a riot of colors, too many to remember. I decided right then and there that I 
was going to grow dahlias, even though they weren’t fond of our zone or of the 
coast. So, I worked hard to create the perfect environment for them by mulching 
leaves and some other organic matter into the soil. I knew they hated hot 
weather, so I bought a bunch of cheap beach umbrellas to give them shade when 
it grew too hot, which happened every single year of my life. And I planted the 
dahlias in a location where they would get afternoon shade. If they didn’t bloom, 
it wouldn’t be because I had not tried my best. But if they all bloomed as 
planned, this summer’s garden would stop traffic. 

Anyway, my focus for the next seven days was not dahlias but little boys, little 
boys who needed a truckload of love, and I was ready to deliver. I rang the 
doorbell and inside of a minute, Tyler opened the door. 

“Good morning, best man! How are . . . what’s wrong, baby?” 

Tyler burst into tears and fell into my arms. 

“Tyler! Tell me what’s happened?” 

“She made us .. . she took all.. . the pictures of our mom and put them away. 
Now I can’t even see a picture of my mom without asking her first.” 

Then he began to wail. My heart sank. I thought. Oh my God, that’s the 
meanest thing I’ve ever heard of! But in the next minute, I could sort of see 
Sharon’s point. Only sort of. She was Archie’s new wife, and no matter who he 



married, that woman wouldn’t be happy to see pietures of the deeeased wife who 
had been eanonized by the entire population who knew her. Still, it was no way 
to start things off. I thought for another minute and hoped I had a solution. 

“Hold on there, sweet pea, I think I have a way to work this out. Where’s your 
daddy?” I pulled a tissue from my bag and gave it to him. “Blow.” 

He blew his nose and wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his pajamas. 

“Upstairs in the bedroom with her. They loeked the door.” 

Well, I knew what that meant, but I quiekly ehanged the subjeet. But all Tyler 
knew was that today, and maybe for a long time, he wasn’t weleome in their 
bedroom. There would be no more morning snuggles or tiekle fests or pillow 
fights. 

“Did you and your brother have breakfast?” 

“We just had some leftover eake.” 

“Okay, where’s Hunter?” 

“Watehing eartoons,” he said. 

“Well, why don’t we see if we ean’t rustle up some grub for you two 
eowboys? Silver dollar paneakes?” 

“Yeah!” he said with a big smile. 

“Okay! Now! That’s the faee I like to see! Go get your brother and meet me in 
the kitehen.” 

When I got to the kitehen my heart sank again. The eake they had demolished 
was the top layer of Arehie and Sharon’s wedding eake, traditionally saved for 
the happy eouple’s first anniversary. It had been earefully paeked by the eaterer. 
The boys had literally destroyed the box and eaten most of it. I deeided to elose 
the box and hide it in the baek of the freezer. Sharon was not going to like that at 
all. If she found out. Whieh she wouldn’t until a year from now. Better yet, I was 
going to throw it out as soon as they left. 

I started making batter for paneakes and took out Arehie’s largest skillet. The 
boys eame wandering into the room. 

“So, listen up, buekaroos, is there any eake in any other part of the house? 
Even a erumb?” 

“Maybe,” Hunter said sheepishly. “There might be some on the floor in front 
of the television.” 

I glaneed at the kitehen eloek that hung on the wall over the baek door. It was 
after nine. Arehie and Sharon would be downstairs soon. I wet a paper towel, 
squeezed out the water, and wiped the ieing from Hunter’s mouth. 

“I want both of you to take the broom and dustpan and elean up every single 
erumb as quiekly as you ean. Beeause if there is one erumb left, you both eould 
be in big trouble.” 



“How come?” they said in disbelief. 

“That cake y’all woofed up was a special reserve for your daddy and Sharon’s 
first anniversary.” 

They looked at each other as terror set in. 

“Yikes!” they both screamed and tore out of the room to remove the evidence. 

After I tossed the crumbs, I served the boys plates of steaming towers of tiny 
pancakes drizzled with warmed maple syrup and melted butter with big glasses 
of milk. They were in heaven. 

Archie came down the stairs with luggage and returned upstairs to get more. 
There was still no Sharon sighting. When Archie came down the steps alone 
with another suitcase, I met him in the hall by the front door. 

“Good morning,” I said. I was as cool as I could be. 

“Hi! Oh, I’m glad you’re already here!” 

“Well, I figured the boys needed breakfast.” 

“Right, of course.” 

Heaven forbid that Sharon leave the marital chamber to tend to her brand-new 
stepchildren to let them know she cared about them even a smidgen. 

“Archie, can I have a word with you?” 

“Of course. Want to follow me? I’ve got to get these in the trunk. Is there 
coffee?” 

I picked up a tote bag that looked like Sharon’s and wondered if she was 
taking a bag of bricks on her honeymoon for a special reason. 

“We can have coffee ready in five minutes.” 

He opened the back of his Jeep and the first suitcase went in with a jerk and a 
grunt appropriate to the size and weight of it. 

“Great. What’s on your mind?” 

“Listen, I know it’s not my business, but apparently Sharon took all the 
pictures of Garin and put them away.” 

“Understandable, don’t you think?” 

“Um, I thi nk it’s actually a little bit insensitive.” Archie stepped back and 
frowned. “I mean, I found Tyler in tears. Why don’t you give each of the boys a 
picture of Garin to keep in their rooms?” 

“I hadn’t thought about it that way,” he said. “Of course. I’ll take care of that 
right away.” 

“Great! How about some pancakes?” I said. “And I’ll get a pot of coffee 
going.” 

“I’ll be right there,” he said. “Holly?” 

“Yeah?” 


“Thanks.” 



“Sure,” I said. 

I hurried baek inside to throw grinds in their eoffeemaker, batter in the pan, 
and two more plaee settings on the table. Was I really going to eook breakfast for 
Sharon? I deeided to be the bigger person and just do it. I’d look petty if I didn’t. 
If she didn’t want them, she didn’t have to eat them. 

About ten minutes later, the ear was paeked and breakfast was on the table for 
Mr. and Mrs. MaeLean. Arehie and Sharon eame to the table. 

“This looks great,” Arehie said. 

“Holly makes the best paneakes I ever had!” Tyler said. 

“Better than IHOP!” Hunter said. 

“Paneakes? You must be kidding,” Sharon said. “None for me, thanks.” 

Tyler and Hunter looked from Sharon’s faee to mine and baek again. 

“Why not?” Tyler said. 

“Beeause paneakes make you fat,” she said. 

“No, they don’t,” Hunter said. “I’m not fat. I eat paneakes all the time.” 

“You shouldn’t disagree with me, young man. It’s very rude,” Sharon said. 

The room got quiet. 

Arehie said, “Hunter, adults have to limit the amount of earbohydrates they eat 
beeause the unbumed ones metabolize as fat. I don’t think Sharon meant to say 
kids shouldn’t eat them. You’ll bum them off before noon. Isn’t that right, 
Sharon?” 

“Perhaps I should have been more speeifie, but your boys are going to have to 
learn some manners,” Sharon said. “If we’re going to get along, that is.” 

I thought I would really love to fly aeross the room and strangle her. 

“What did I do?” Tyler said. “Why am I ineluded in this?” 

“It’s a generalization,” Sharon said. 

“Oh. By the way, what do you want us to eall you?” Tyler said. 

“Why, eall me ‘Mother’! What else would you eall me?” 

How about any of the fifty terrible names that were mnning through my head? 

“You’re not our mother,” Hunter said quietly and nieely. “Our mother is in 
heaven with the angels.” 

“Sharon . . .” Arehie said in a kind of a warning to her not to ramp this up to a 
full-blown war. 

“Well, then,” Sharon said, “eall me whatever you’d like.” 

I eouldn’t wait for them to leave. 



“Miss Holly? How many drones are there in 
each hive? ” Tyler asked. 

“About fifteen percent of all of them, ” I said. 

“I’m going to pray for them, ” Hunter said. 


Chapter Fifteen 



Bliss Week 


We Stood on the porch, the boys and I, waving at Archie and Sharon as they 
backed out of the driveway. 

“Have a great time and don’t worry about anything,” I said. 

“Thanks for everything!” Archie said to me. “Y’all be good, boys!” 

“We always are!” Tyler said defensively, and who could blame him? 
Especially after the pile of bull Sharon dropped on him. 

“Bye!” Hunter said, disappointed that he was getting cheated out of a trip to 
Bermuda. 

Sharon just waved and gave us that fake smile of hers. I could tell she couldn’t 
wait to get away from us. That was just fine. We couldn’t wait for her to leave. 

They were finally gone. I knew Archie could not have been happy with the 
way Sharon spoke to Hunter and Tyler. They’d been married for less than 
twenty-four hours and there was already an issue. 

“Our momma never talked to us like she does,” Hunter said, as though he was 
reading my mind. 

“I know she didn’t,” I said. “But your momma was a very, very sweet lady 


and she loved you with all her heart. And she was truly your momma. She 
earried you both in her tummy for nine months and then brought you into the 
world, whieh I am pretty sure wasn’t an easy thing to do.” 

“How did we get out?” Hunter asked with all the wide-eyed innoeenee of a 
little boy. 

“Magie,” I said, sineerely. “Babies are magie and miraeles!” 

“Huh,” Hunter said, thinking about what I’d said. 

“Sharon’s not sweet one bit,” Tyler said. “Now do you see what we meant 
about some people just don’t like kids?” 

“Listen, do you want to know what I think? I mean, what I really, really, really 
think?” 

“Yeah!” they both said. 

“Let’s go elean up the kitehen together and I’ll tell you.” 

Hunter made himself busy returning the milk, butter, syrup, and eggs to the 
refrigerator while Tyler eleared the table, handing me plates and mugs to rinse 
and put in the dishwasher. 

“So what do you think. Miss Holly?” Tyler said. 

His top and bottom front teeth were growing in fast and his lisp was all but 
gone. 

“I think I miss the way you used to talk before your teeth started eoming in.” 

“They had a growth spurt. Now, eome on. You promised!” 

“I think you two are the greatest little boys I have ever known, and I’ll bet you 
that when Sharon gets to know you, she’ll think so, too.” 

“No way,” Tyler said. 

“But! I think she’s super nervous, and that’s why she says things that sound a 
little bit mean. They just pop out of her mouth before she realizes how they’re 
going to sound to you.” 

“What’s nervous got to do with it? We’re just kids,” Hunter said. 

“Yeah, it’s not like we’re going to bite her or something.” 

“Well, as I said, she doesn’t really know you yet, does she?” 

Tyler said, “Why does Dad aet so silly around her?” 

“That’s a harder question to answer,” I said. “I don’t really know a reason why 
he does, but you’re right, men ean get pretty silly around women.” 

“What are we going to do today?” Tyler said. 

I assumed then that my answers had satisfied them. 

“Well, we’ve got to wait for the rental eompany to take away all the tables and 
ehairs. Then I thought we’d maybe go down to the playground and see what’s 
happening. Maybe get some iee eream. Then we’ve got to be sure all your 
homework is done for tomorrow, get some supper, get a bath, and get some z’s.” 



“Where are you sleeping?” Hunter said. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “We never talked about it.” 

“You eould sleep in Daddy’s bed,” Hunter said. 

“Oh, no,” I said. “No, no, no. I ean’t do that.” 

“Why not?” Hunter said. 

“You’ll understand someday, but no, I ean’t do that,” I said. 

Tyler gave me a sly look that said he had an inkling of why it might be weird 
for me to sleep there and said, “Well, I’ve got bunk beds. Hunter, why don’t you 
sleep in my room and let’s give Miss Holly your room? How’s that?” 

“Perfeet! That’s a very good eompromise!” I said. “Now, let’s go eheek your 
baekpaeks to make sure you’re ready for sehool tomorrow.” 

“I might have been supposed to do a math worksheet,” Tyler said. 

“Pieee of eake,” I said. “Let’s get on it so it’s done.” 

It didn’t take long for the few ehores we had to be eompleted, and the rental 
eompany aetually eame earlier than expeeted. 

“Y’all ready to go for a walk?” I asked. 

“Definitely!” Hunter said. “But I want to ride my bike.” 

“But there’s no bike for me!” I said. 

“Miss Holly’s right. Let’s walk!” Tyler said. 

There we were, the three of us, strolling down Middle Street toward the 
playground. Sometimes the boys seemed like they were so very young, and on 
other oeeasions, they possessed a depth of wisdom that belied their years. I 
imagined losing their mother had a lot to do with that. 

As soon as the playground was in sight, the boys took off running, hell bent 
for leather, as Momma said from time to time. I didn’t stop them. I intended to 
let them run and jump and play and get any and all of their anxiety eompletely 
out of their system. The great feature that set the Sullivan’s Island playground 
apart from most of the others aeross the eountry was the mound that sat smaek in 
the middle of it. It was aetually Fort Capron at one time, a fallout shelter at 
another, and now kids loved to slide down it on sheets of eardboard. It was the 
elosest thing Sullivan’s Island had to sledding. The playground had been built 
over time. First there were tennis eourts and basketball eourts. Later on a gazebo 
was built, swings and sliding boards were added, and a playhouse, and all sorts 
of other opportunities for elimbing or digging in the sand. There was something 
there for ehildren of all ages. 

Tyler and Hunter were taking advantage of all of it. I had deeided it was best 
not to bring Sharon up in eonversation with them unless they were the ones to do 
so. In faet, I deeided to restriet my thoughts about Sharon to eonversations with 
my bees. I sure didn’t want my disappointment in Arehie’s marriage to be the 



talk of the town. Not for one seeond. 

The boys seemed to know quite a few of the kids on the playground, probably 
from sehool. It reminded me that no parent knows every single thing about their 
ehild’s life and that eventually, they really will have a whole life for themselves, 
independent of your orbit. I shouldn’t worry about them so mueh. And then I 
wondered for a moment if Carin was watehing us from somewhere, heaven 
maybe. How would she feel about Arehie and Sharon? For some inexplieable 
reason I eould almost hear her laughing and laughing. And when I had the 
thought of how she would like me taking eare of her kids, I eould almost feel her 
hand on my shoulder in gratitude. It was funny, how eonneeted you felt to the 
unseen world on this island. But that was the Loweountry and what it seemed to 
do to most anyone who would take the time to listen to the muses hidden in the 
salt air. It oeeurred to me then that this was another advantage of living here, that 
edge it gave you, that it made you a deeper thinker. If you wanted to be one, that 
is. 

I loved watehing Hunter and Tyler having fun. Someone had a basketball and 
there was an impromptu game between them all, just shooting hoops, whieh of 
eourse eluded Hunter, who wasn’t tall enough to even hit the rim. This was why 
I wanted to teaeh. I wanted to be in a world filled with ehildren as they woke up 
to something new eaeh day and I eould help them see their growing sense of 
reality more elearly. When Tyler and Hunter were good and sweaty and red 
faeed and out of breath, they stumbled over to me on the beneh. 

“We eould probably stand some iee eream now,” Tyler said. 

“Oh, you eould, huh?” I said and smiled. 

“Yeah,” Hunter said, giggling, “if we had to.” 

“Then let’s go see what wondrous treats are in the freezer at the gas station!” 

The walk from the playground to the tiny eonvenienee store attaehed to the 
Cirele K gas station was only minutes, and soon all three of us were standing on 
the eomer of Station Twenty-two and a Half, devouring some terrible unhealthy 
eombination of sugar and ehemieals. They sold great eoffee, milk, bread, sodas, 
and emergeney supplies, sueh as batteries, potato ehips, doughnuts, and toilet 
paper. But the freezer filled with the least healthy of ieed snaeks was our 
favorite. 

“This is delieious,” said Tyler, who was taking down a ereamy orange iee 
eream eoneoetion in a tube. 

“Mine’s better,” said Hunter, who was making fast work of a fudge bar on a 
stiek. 

“Let’s make a deal,” I said, while luxuriating in the awesomeness of an iee 
eream sandwieh. 



“What’s the deal?” Tyler said. 

“If y’all take your baths and get ready for bed early, I’ll make spaghetti and 
meatballs and let y’all stay up and wateh 60 Minutes with me. We ean eat in 
front of the television.” 

“Do we get garlie bread?” Hunter asked. 

“Yes,” I said. 

“Cool! What’s 60 MinutesT Tyler said. 

“Well, it’s only the most interesting program on television, that’s all.” 

“What’s it about?” Hunter said. 

“That’s the thing! It’s about new things every single week. Sometimes it’s 
about mountain elimbers or the jungle in the Amazon or a symphony orehestra 
or kids who are prodigies. It ean be about anything and everything, but different 
every week,” I said. “And it gives you something to talk about that other people 
might not know about.” 

“What’s prodigies?” Hunter asked. 

“Really super talented individuals,” I said. 

“You mean like National Geographie programs are different every week?” 

“Exaetly, but National Geographie deals more with the natural world and 60 
Minutes looks for newsworthy people who are doing ineredible things, like 
inventing things to make the world a better plaee.” 

“Sounds too edueational,” Hunter said. 

“I’ll give it a shot,” Tyler said. 

“Wise deeision, young man! Let’s move on.” 

The rest of the evening went as planned. Bubble baths were enjoyed. Pajamas 
were put on. Beds were turned down. Spaghetti and garlie bread filled our 
tummies. Baekpaeks were by the door for a fast getaway in the morning. And a 
whole new world was opened up to them through the ingenious work of Steve 
Kroft, Lesley Stahl, and others. 

I followed them upstairs to supervise teeth brushing and tuek-ins. 

“This was a great day,” Tyler said, as I helped him eomb his damp hair. 

“Yes, it was. I had lots of fun, too,” I said and meant it. 

“Are we gonna get a bedtime story?” Hunter said. 

“Sure! Do y’all say prayers before sleep?” I asked. 

“We used to say prayers with our momma,” Tyler said. 

“Would you like to say some with me?” I asked. 

“Sure!” Hunter said and launehed into “Now I lay me down to sleep” 
followed by a litany of people to bless. 

I made the list. Sharon did not. I didn’t mention it. I should’ve, I know I 
should’ve, but I didn’t. I just wanted that moment for myself. Was that so 



wrong? 

I told them a story about the Ameriean Revolution and the Battle of Sullivan’s 
Island. 

“Try to imagine how brave the soldiers were!” 

Then we said good night, and I left the door slightly ajar so I eould hear them. 

My eell phone rang around ten o’eloek that night, and I remembered I’d left it 
in the kitehen. I jumped up from the sofa to answer it, hoping not to wake the 
boys. Who would be ealling at this hour? It was Arehie. 

“Hi,” he said. “Sorry to eall so late. I just wanted to be sure everything was 
okay.” 

“Oh! Everything here is just perfeet. The boys are fast asleep. How’s it going 
there?” 

“Not so great,” he said. 

“Why? What’s happened?” 

“Well, it turns out that Sharon didn’t know that she had a terrible allergy to a 
eertain strain of strawberries. She ate a ton of them and blew up like a blowfish. 
She’s okay, but she’s in the hospital. But she eould’ve died. They had to give her 
a traeh.” 

“Oh, my God! That’s terrible!” 

“Yeah, it wasn’t pretty.” 

“Are you okay?” 

“Who, me? Oh, yeah. I’m perfeetly fine.” 

There was a very pregnant pause. He was not perfeetly fine. But I wasn’t 
going to ask why. I knew why, and I didn’t want to hear it. 

“Okay, then. I’m going to go to bed now. Early eall in the morning, you 
know.” 

“Where are you sleeping?” 

I thought. Why are you asking that? To see if your pillow smells like me when 
you get home? What kind of a question was that? I wanted to say. Yeah, I’m 
sleeping with your pillows and your sheets and I’m rolling all over your bed. 
Why should I even answer? But I did. 

I said, “In Hunter’s bed. He’s sleeping in Tyler’s bunk.” 

He eleared his throat. 

“And everything is fine?” 

“Yes, Arehie. Everything is fine. The rentals are gone. I took the boys to the 
park to play. They ran around like nuts for over an hour. Then we had iee eream. 
I made spaghetti and meatballs for dinner, whieh they inhaled, and then we 
watehed 60 Minutes. They took a long bubble bath and then they praetieally 
passed out, they were so tired.” 



“Wow. You’re incredible, do you know that?” He didn’t say it in just any old 
friendly tone. He said it like, well, you know. 

“Don’t play with my heart, Mr. MacLean.” 

He was on his honeymoon with Sharon, but I was on his brain. Well, wasn’t 
that nice? No. It wasn’t. 

“I’m not playing with you at all. I am just acknowledging that you amaze me, 
that you’re able to step in and accomplish so much, especially with my boys. It’s 
simply remarkable. Carin was like that. She arranged everything for them.” 

“Well, I love those little rascals. You know that.” 

“Yes, and I’m grateful for that, too.” There was a long sigh from Bermuda. 
“I’ll check in with you tomorrow.” 

We hung up and I thought. Holy hell, I need some advice on this one. I’d 
consult the hives in the morning. 



“What happens if the queen bee dies? ” Hunter 

said. 


“The colony can’t survive without a queen, so 
they make a new one. ” 

“How do they do that? ” Tyler asked. 

“Two parts royal jelly and one part bee magic! ” 
I said. “Or you can actually buy them. ” 

“Wow, ” they said. “Cool. ” 


Chapter Sixteen 



Bee Advised 


Getting the boys off to sehool was the best start of my day, eontrolled ehaos, but 
a time filled with laughter. I knew I would miss them until they eame home, and 
I told them so. They blushed, and my heart sent out beams of love like the Care 
Bears used to do. I was just smitten. 

I went baek to my house to ehange elothes, and Momma and Leslie weren’t 
there. I wondered where they had gone. There was no note. They’d probably 
gone shopping. I was dying to hear what had happened over her breakfast with 
Charlie. I wondered how he’d shown up and where they’d gone and boy, I 
would’ve loved to have been in the booth or table next to theirs! If I’d been the 
waitress. I’d be refilling their eoffee eups every two seeonds and then running 


away to write in a journal. I would have given them the tip baek and said 
something like y a// gave me more than I gave y’all. Don’t you know that’s the 
truth? But all joking aside, I wondered how Leslie was taking this. She seemed 
too stoie or something. Numb? Well, I’d be numb for a long time, I think. I just 
hoped she wasn’t too heartbroken. 

I showered and ehanged and went out to my apiary to eheek on the girls. Time 
to add another box! Gosh, we were going to have tons of honey this year. Of 
eourse, I wound up giving them an earful of Sharon, Arehie, and Charlie stories. 
What a week it had been, and it was only Monday! 

I worked my shift at Publix, deeorating a hundred eupeakes for a bridal 
shower with white ieing and white erystal-looking sprinkles that sparkled but 
were edible. When they were all lined up they looked like a field of beautiful 
elouds made of glitter. It sounds simple, I guess, but through this almost 
mindless work I found some ereative satisfaetion that left me wanting more. 
Maybe I’d try some designs that were more intrieate. 

We were having leftover spaghetti for supper, so there was not mueh need to 
groeery-shop. But I did bring home milk and a freshly baked apple pie. If this 
job hadn’t done anything else for me, it had turned me on to fresh baked versus 
frozen, although frozen pies were still a wonderful thing to have on hand in ease 
you had to have pie right that minute. Sometimes I felt like that. 

I was home about half an hour before the boys would be there. Leslie’s ear 
was baek in the driveway, so I left a note on the door for the boys and hurried 
over to get the latest on Charlie. 

“Leslie?” I ealled her name as soon as I was inside the door. 

“In the kitehen!” 

Weren’t we always in the kitehen? 

“So, spill it, sister,” I said. “What happened with Charlie?” 

“Oh, Lord,” she said. “It’s eomplieated like all hell. Sit down.” 

I took a plaee at the table. 

“No kidding. I’m sure.” 

“You want tea?” 

As you know, in our house that meant ieed tea. It eould be freezing outside, 
and we still drank our tea with iee. 

“Sure.” She poured both of us a glass and sat, pushing the evil sugar bowl 
aeross the table to me. “Thanks. Remember the day I broke this?” 

“Are you serious? I thought Momma was going to put you up for adoption.” 

“Me, too. So what happened?” 

“I thought about what you and Momma said about full diselosure. Y’all were 
right. Charlie should’ve told me before he married me. I asked him that and he 



said he was afraid to tell me, afraid I wouldn’t love him anymore, that he loved 
me. But this other passion of his never stopped him from being all man in the 
bedroom, that’s for sure.” 

“Well, I suppose that’s good to know.” 

“We had six years of bliss, him spoiling me to death with ears and jewelry and 
trips and fabulous dinners, but he never said a word.” 

“Do you think he was dressing up all the time?” 

“Absolutely.” 

“You’ve never told me how this all eame about in the first plaee. How you 
found out, I mean.” 

“Okay, braee yourself. Charlie was out with the guys one night, or so I 
thought. An3rway, he was really at a elub where female impersonators perform. 
He was dressed up as Cher and lip-syneed “I Got You Babe” hoping to win free 
drinks. He won free drinks, but he also got a DUI on the way home. He was too 
loaded to ehange his elothes at the elub. He thought I’d be sleeping at that hour 
an3rway, that he eould just sneak in and ehange in the guest room, but the niee 
polieeman took him to jail and then he ealled me to bail him out.” 

“Holy erap! So you go to the jail and there he is dressed up like Cher?” 

“All exeept the wig. He had to take it off for his mug shot.” 

“So you were pretty shoeked.” 

“You eould say that. Yeah.” 

“Then what?” 

“We had words. He felt I was being eruel to him, that if I loved him, I should 
just love him no matter what he was wearing.” 

“You know, that aetually kind of sounds fair to me,” I said, “but I’m not the 
one struggling with it.” 

“Well, that’s just it, isn’t it? He’s right. If I love him, I love him. My problem 
is the deeeit. Charlie was always a little bit effeminate. The world knew that. 
That’s fine with me. He played some sports, tennis and golf, and he got along 
with the joeks. In faet, I always liked him beeause he was more eompassionate 
or nieer than the other guys. He was a sweetheart. It’s why I fell in love with him 
in the first plaee. But this deeeit was so huge, I just freaked out.” 

“Well, I understand that. I hate lying. Espeeially given the nature of the lie. So 
now what?” 

“I don’t know. It turns out that he’s a super talented lip-syne impersonator. 
Some big produeer in Vegas wants to have him audition for some huge lip-syne 
group. The money is erazy.” 

“Are you for real?” 

“Oh, yeah. Apparently, there’s big money in this business. And here’s the 



thing, Charlie doesn’t really need the money. He got oodles from his dad’s 
estate. But pretending to be Cher makes Charlie happier than I’ve ever seen him. 
I mean, he’s downright dizzy with happiness!” 

“Was Cher at breakfast?” 

“Good grief, no! We had breakfast at the Sand Dollar on the Isle of Palms.” 

“Yeah, I ean see him getting some heat here.” I thought then that perhaps they 
had made some kind of peaee with eaeh other. “So where did you leave it with 
him?” 

“Well, I’m beginning to understand this aspeet of Charlie’s personality a little 
better. And he’s agreed to eompromise with me on eertain things.” 

“Sueh as?” 

“Sueh as not showing up unannouneed at my mother’s dressed as Charlene. I 
just told him, I said, ‘Charlie? My momma’s an older lady, from another 
generation, and she just ean’t take it. And Momma feels like you duped me by 
not telling me in the first plaee. She needs to know you’re the same wonderful 
man that married her daughter.’ I’ll tell you. Holly, him showing up as Charlene 
with no warning wasn’t niee. I mean, how about a heads-up?” 

“But I seem to remember you laughing!” I said. 

“Nervously. Beeause I didn’t know what else to do!” she said. 

“Yeah, I don’t think I would’ve known what to do, either.” 

“He wants me to eome to Vegas with him to wateh this eompetition.” 

“Are you going to go?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.” 

“Well, let’s think about it.” 

“How did last night go?” 

“Terrifie,” I said and then told her about Sharon’s strawberry allergy. 

I thought she was going to burst a blood vessel, she laughed so hard. I mean, 
she really laughed more than I thought she should have. I wrote it off to her 
anxiety over dealing with Charlie’s new ambitions. 

“I know. How terrible, right?” I said. “I’ll see you later.” 

The boys were just eoming up the steps and I was almost right behind them. 

“Hey! How was sehool?” 

They babbled on while I got the door open and then they followed me inside, 
still talking a mile a minute. 

“Anybody want a snaek?” 

“Yes!” they said. 

“Okay, baekpaeks down and go wash your hands!” 

They seattered like mereury and were baek in a flash. 

I put slieed apples and peanut butter in front of them on a platter to share, and 



I sat down at the table with them. 

“Okay, Tyler, you first. Tell me every single thing that happened to you today, 
and make sure you inelude at least one good thing. Hunter? You should be 
thinking about what you’re going to say.” 

They told me their stories about math and luneh and reeess and what was 
eoming up and who they played with and what games they played. By the time 
they were finished talking, the platter was empty. 

“Okay! Now, who’s got homework?” 

Worksheets were pulled from their baekpaeks and they got down to business. I 
quizzed Tyler with spelling words and helped him eomplete a two-digit math 
sheet with and without earrying numbers. Next, I watehed Hunter form letters. 

“Hunter? Do you know I had the exaet same praetiee paper when I went to 
sehool?” 

“You did?” He said this in sueh amazement that I realized he thought I was 
aneient. 

“Yup,” I said and erossed my eyes at him. 

“You shouldn’t do that. They might get stuek,” he said. 

“Baloney,” I said. “Who told you that?” 

“Momma,” he said. 

“Well, then, it’s true. Now what else do you have?” 

“An Under the Sea math sheet,” Hunter said. 

“And I have a eounting money sheet,” Tyler said. “And a sheet on 
homophones.” 

“Well, let’s get on it so we might have an hour for the playground before 
supper!” 

“Yay!” they both said and foeused on the job at hand. 

I marveled at the faet that although Tyler sometimes seemed to have all the 
earmarks of an adult already in plaee, he didn’t yet know how to tell time or the 
differenee in eoin values and how they related to basie math skills and soeial 
literaey. And it was the same with Hunter. He was still learning his ABC’s and 
how to write his name when otherwise he seemed like he knew everything in the 
world. I thought then about who was going to help them with this work. Who 
was going to praise their small ineremental leaps and big aeeomplishments? 
Would it be Arehie? Well, to be honest, he might help with speeial projeets like 
building a papier-maehe voleano, but it was doubtful he’d be available on a day- 
to-day basis to help his boys with these small tasks. Would Sharon? The answer 
to that would be a strong hell, no in neon lights. 

“I love doing homework with y’all,” I said. 

“We love doing homework with you, too,” Tyler said. 



“Yeah, you make it fun,” Hunter said. 

“Well, listen, when your daddy and Sharon get baek. I’ll still help you with 
homework any old time. How’s that?” 

“Boy, that would be great. I was worried about that,” Tyler said. 

“You shouldn’t worry about anything. It’s not a big deal at all,” I said. “Okay, 
let’s paek everything up so it’s ready for the morning when we make the mad 
dash! In faet, why don’t we go to sehool on the golf eart tomorrow?” 

Big smiles broke out on their faees, as they repaeked their baekpaeks and 
zipped them elosed. 

“Can we?” Hunter said. 

“Our mom used to take us on the golf eart all the time,” Tyler said. “I don’t 
know if it even still works.” 

“We should find out. I suspeet it’s probably pretty dirty from just sitting under 
the house for so long. Let’s go find out.” 

I took a roll of paper towels, a garbage bag, and a bottle of spray eleaner, and 
the boys and I went outside and under the house to investigate. We lifted the 
eover off and stood baek. The eart was surely in need of some attention, beeause 
the seats were eovered in mildew stains and the floor was all sandy. 

“Ew! Gross,” Tyler said. 

“It is?” Hunter said. “It looks fine to me.” 

“Trust me,” I said. “It needs some love.” 

I rolled a half dozen paper towels out for eaeh boy and then for myself. Then I 
sprayed the seats and seat baeks with the eleaner. 

“Gentlemen? Let’s show this thing who’s boss!” 

They deseended on the golf eart like vultures on roadkill, and it was as elean 
as a whistle in no time at all. 

“Now we need the broom and to get this baby on the eharger!” I said. 

“I’ll get the broom!” Hunter said and took off like a shot. 

Tyler plugged the eharger into a wall soeket and the other end into the eart. 
We eheeked the eharger, whieh we should’ve done first, and, happily, it was 
working. 

“We’re going to have new wheels!” I said. 

“Can I drive it?” Tyler said. 

“Are you sixteen years of age and in possession of a driver’s permit or a valid 
lieense?” 

“Guess not, huh?” 

“Guess not,” I said. 

Hunter returned with the broom and I swept all the sand from the floor of the 
golf eart in the front and in the baek, while Tyler and Hunter wiped down 



everything else and disposed of the used paper towels. We stood baek to admire 
the fine work we had done. 

“Good job, boys! There’s a playground in your immediate future!” 

Just as we had the day before and as we would for every day it wasn’t raining, 
we walked to the playground, the boys sprinting the last half bloek or so, and I 
watehed them while they used the swings and sliding board and ehased eaeh 
other all over the plaee. Someone eame with a basketball and of eourse they 
began to shoot baskets. 

This, I thought, just establishing this simple routine was a big step toward 
reeovering a wounded ehildhood. We were making it the best it eould be. 

Arehie ealled later that night. Sharon was out of the hospital and reeovering 
nieely. Her experienee had frightened her very badly, he said. 

“I’m sure it did!” I said. 

“She’s driving everyone in the restaurants erazy, though.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“She wants to know where everything on her plate is grown before she’ll take 
a bite of anything.” 

“Well, in a way it’s understandable.” 

“I don’t think she’s having sueh a great time,” he said. 

Too bad, I thought. 

“Well, don’t they have earriage tours like we do in Charleston? Take her into 
Hamilton. There’s supposed to be great shopping.” 

“Yeah, maybe we’ll do that. So how are the boys? I should’ve ealled earlier so 
I eould talk to them, but we were at dinner. Have they driven you insane yet?” 

“Not a ehanee. The boys are great. The house is fine. Everything is just as 
you’d hope. So y’all just have fun and enjoy your time together.” 

“Well, it’s only a few more days,” he said. “Are you sure you’re holding up 
okay?” 

“Are you kidding? I haven’t had this mueh fun sinee I don’t even know 
when!” 

We hung up, and I thought he sounded very glum for a man whose new wife 
told half the world that all she wanted to do was make him happy. It was awfully 
soon for the bloom to be off the rose, like they say, but now that she had the ring, 
maybe this was who Sharon really was. 



“You know, honey bees can’t survive without 
strong lines of communication, and the queen 
substance is super important, ” I said. 

“What’s in it?” Tyler asked. 

“Pheromones, ” I said. “Like a smell. It tells all 
the bees in the hive that everything is all right. 
Or it sends an alarm. ” 


Chapter Seventeen 



Bee Ware 


When Archie and Sharon returned from Bermuda it was like a rigid and formal 
changing of the guard. The boys, of course, flew past me screaming “Dad! ” He 
dropped his suitcases, picked the boys up, and swung them over and over. 
Sharon politely said hello and went into the house, which, for the record, was 
exactly as they had left it. She would not be able to find any fault with my 
housekeeping. 

“Did y’all have fun in spite of the hospital? You’ve both got a nice tan!” 

“We did,” Archie said. “Bermuda is so beautiful, all that aqua water and the 
cottages all painted in pastels.” 

“I’ll get there eventually,” I said. “How about you, Sharon?” 

“I wouldn’t go back there if you gave me a billion dollars!” she said. 

“Why not?” Tyler asked. 

“Because I nearly died there! What’s the matter with you? Didn’t anyone tell 


you?” 

“Sorry,” Tyler said, crestfallen. ‘TTl just be in my room.” 

He quietly left the kitchen. 

Hunter whispered to Archie, unfortunately too loudly, “See? You should’ve 
taken us instead.” 

“Little boy!” Sharon said in a huff. “Archie! Do something!” 

Hunter shrugged his shoulders and ran to his room. I was just standing there, 
so awfully out of place. 

“What would you like me to do, Sharon? Cane them? They’re just kids.” 

“I should go,” I said, and I couldn’t wait to get out of there. 

“Wait,” she said. “Tell me something. Holly. Were the boys this horribly 
behaved for you?” 

I didn’t know what to say, and I sure didn’t want to get drawn into a family 
dispute. 

“This really isn’t my business, but I think it might help if you tried to 
understand that children don’t always pick up the nuances of adult conversation. 
They just don’t. Tyler probably already forgot that you were so sick. Last week 
seems like a really long time ago to him, but it’s like five minutes to you,” I said. 
“And Hunter still can’t understand why he and his brother didn’t get to go on the 
trip to Bermuda. He was actually very disappointed. He thought the whole 
family should celebrate together.” 

“I agree with Holly,” Archie said. “Try not to have such a short fuse, babe. 
Kids just aren’t wired like adults. They have a different worldview. It’s not 
personal. It’s just juvenile.” 

“Oh, I don’t know. Look, I never had kids! What do you expect from me?” 

“Kindness,” Archie said. “Kindness and understanding.” 

“Um, I left y’all a pot roast with roasted potatoes and carrots on the stove. I’ll 
see y’all later.” 

I started walking out, and Archie followed me to the door. 

“Holly, thank you for everything. Sharon is just overwhelmed. And wait, I 
have to give you money. Do you have receipts?” 

“Forget it, Archie. Call it a wedding gift. Let me know if I can do anything, 
okay?” 

I left and closed the door quietly behind me. I didn’t even make eye contact 
with him. My intention was to leave them alone until they came to me. There 
was no more reason for me to cook for them or to do much else for the boys 
unless asked. And I felt like they probably needed some time alone to adjust to 
living together. It sure didn’t look like they were off to a great start. 

Well, it didn’t take twenty-four hours for the boys to come banging on our 



door. They must’ve just eome home from sehool. 

“Hi guys! What’s up?” 

“You’re not going to believe this,” Tyler said. 

“Yeah, you’re not going to believe this,” Hunter said. 

“Well, eome on in and tell me what I’m not going to believe,” I said. “There’s 
a lot in this world that’s hard to believe.” 

They followed me to, where else, the kitehen. 

“Anybody want eookies?” 

“Sure!” they said. “Thanks!” 

I poured two glasses of milk without asking and put a half dozen Oreos on the 
table. 

“You have permission to dunk, sirs,” I said and gave them a little salute. 

“So,” Tyler said, “last night I was taking a shower.” 

“We’re taking showers now?” I said. “No more baths?” 

“Sharon says baths are for babies,” Hunter said. 

“Oh? She does?” 

“Yeah, she says that they’re not sanitary beeause you sit in your own filth,” 
Tyler said. 

“Well, you eould rinse off at the end, but what do I know?” I said. 

“Exaetly!” Tyler said and Hunter bobbed his head in agreement. “So, I’m in 
the dumb shower and she stieks her hand in the bathroom and turns off the light! 
She says something like, ‘You’ve been in there long enough! You’re wasting all 
the hot water! ’ I was like, are you kidding me?” 

“Seems exeessive to me,” I said. “Did you tell your daddy?” 

“Of eourse! You know what he said? He said, ‘If Sharon says you’ve been in 
there too long, you probably were.’ ” 

“Well, parents are supposed to support eaeh other when it eomes to the kids,” 
I said. 

Momma eame into the room. 

“What’s new, boys?” 

They repeated the story for her. I must say, she was filled with disgust. 

She said, “What did I tell you? She’s taking over.” She poured herself a glass 
of tea and sat down at the table with us. “But turning off the lights when 
someone’s in the shower doesn’t seem like a niee thing to do. What if you fell? 
You eould really get hurt!” 

My ears perked up. Niee thing to do? Suddenly, Momma was eoneemed with 
nieeness? 

“Look,” I said, “you see how Hunter has dissolved his whole eookie in his 
milk?” 



The boys giggled. 

“Well,” I eontinued, “that’s kind of an odd way to eat a eookie. Wouldn’t you 
agree?” 

“Yeah,” Tyler said. “It’s disgusting.” 

“Okay,” I said, bringing this argument to a elose, “you’ve got your deal with 
eookies and she’s got a thing about showers. I’ll admit, it’s an odd battle to piek. 
But who knows? Maybe she never had enough hot water when she was a kid or 
something like that.” 

“Yeah, maybe it’s something like that,” Tyler said. 

“She did it to me, too,” Hunter said. 

“Well, so now you know one more thing about her,” Momma said. “Just don’t 
stay in the shower so long.” 

“If it happens again, ask her to set the kitehen timer for you to what she thi nk s 
is a fair amount of time,” I said. 

“You don’t understand,” Tyler said. “This isn’t about water. This is beeause 
she doesn’t like us.” 

“Come on, now,” Momma said. “Didn’t y’all promise to try really hard to give 
her a ehanee?” 

“I guess so. An3rway, we’ve got homework. She’s eoming home early to help 
us, so I guess we’d better go.” 

"‘'She is the eat’s mother,” Momma said. 

“Huh?” Hunter said. 

“You shouldn’t eall her ‘she.’ By the way, what are you ealling her?” 

“Oh! Listen to this! Did we tell you she said we should eall her ‘Mother’?” 

“Yes, I was standing there. Remember?” I said. 

“Oh, that’s right,” Hunter said, looking to Momma to explain. “I said we 
eouldn’t eall her that beeause she wasn’t our mother, that our mother was in 
heaven with the angels. She went nuts on us!” 

“Yeah,” Tyler said. “She did.” 

“It was awkward,” I said. 

“Oh, dear,” Momma said. “I think it’s going to take her a little more time to 
feel eomfortable.” 

“I agree with Momma,” I said, thinking I’d agreed with her onee again and 
was this beeoming a trend? “She needs time.” 

“So what are you going to eall her?” Momma said. 

“I don’t know. Probably Sharon. She’s not ever going to be a momma to us,” 
Tyler said. 

“Give it time, sweetheart. Come on. I’ll walk y’all home and stay until she 
gets there,” I said. 



I walked the boys home and as soon as I opened the door, Sharon’s eats 
appeared and started meowing and meowing and meowing. 

“What the heek is the matter with these two?” 

“They’re hungry,” Tyler said. 

“Well, then, let’s feed the little devils,” I said. 

The boys and the eats went right to the kitehen and the boys started unpaeking 
their baekpaeks. I dug around the eabinets, found a eontainer of eat food, and 
looked around for their bowls. No bowls. No water bowls either. 

“Hey, boys, do you know where the eat bowls are?” 

The eats were walking in between and around my legs, and I found it 
unnerving. And annoying. 

“Dishwasher,” Hunter said. 

Dishwasher? I thought and pulled down the door. Well, there were the animal 
dishes with the family’s dishes, and I wondered if that eould be sanitary. It didn’t 
seem like a good idea, but an3rway, I just took them out and filled one with eool 
water and the other with eat food and put them on the floor. The eats jumped on 
the bowls like they hadn’t been fed in a month. I was relieved they weren’t all 
over my legs. 

The boys staeked up their worksheets and I looked at what they eaeh had to 
do. Their assignments were light that day. 

“Pieee of eake,” I said. “Let’s get started.” 

The work was quiekly eompleted and just as the last math problem was 
solved, we heard a ear door. The Cat’s Mother was home. 

“I’m home!” she ealled out as she eame through the door. “Let’s get on that 
homework!” 

“We’re finished!” Hunter said. 

“Yep! All done!” Tyler said. 

She eame into the room and saw me there. 

“What are you doing here?” she said. 

“I didn’t think it was a good idea to send them into an empty house,” I said. 
What had I done wrong? 

“Oh, I see. So I eaneeled appointments for this afternoon to help the boys with 
homework and it’s already done. That’s just great.” 

I had unintentionally overstepped the boundary, just the thing I wanted to 
avoid. 

“I’m sorry, Sharon. You’re right. We should’ve waited for you. I apologize.” 

I got up to leave. 

“You know how to find the door, don’t you?” she said. 

Jesus, I thought. 



“Sure. See you boys later! By the way, I fed your eats.” 

I had tried to sound eheery, but I was mortified. I don’t know why their 
homework being done should have made her that angry. She eould take the boys 
to the playground. She eould play a game with them. There were a million things 
she eould have done with them, but she deeided to be mad instead. Get mad, 
make everyone uneomfortable—I mean, what’s the point of that? 

I stopped by my apiary to eheek the water pans and while I was there, I told 
the bees the story. I told them that something had to be done about Sharon and if 
they eould think of something to let me know. The bees seemed to be gathering 
and returning to the pink hive. It was late afternoon and the better part of the day 
was long gone, but it seemed to be a bit early for them to eall it quitting time. 
Maybe it was going to rain. Bees knew those things, and the inhabitants of the 
pink hive seemed to be more tuned in to the world than the others. Every hive 
had its own personality, just like families in their homes. Sometimes, you’d get a 
queen who was too aggressive, and then the hive followed suit. The only way to 
eorreet the problem was to replaee the queen. Ideally, you wanted a queen who 
just laid her two thousand eggs a day and went peaeefully and quietly into the 
night when it was time for the next queen. But the hive was like life ever3rwhere. 
Imperfeet and subjeet to ehange. 

We still had plenty of daylight left. The eloser we got to summer, the longer 
the days. Winter on the island eould be kind of dreary, so I was happy for the 
extended days. 

I went baek into the house and reported what had happened with Sharon to 
Momma and to Leslie, who had just eome baek from seeing Charlie again. 

“She’s impossible,” Leslie said. 

We had all just settled down in the den to wateh the evening news or whatever 
we eould agree on. Leslie made eheeseburgers and oven fries for us, whieh was a 
ehange from our normal protein, stareh, and vegetable fare. To ehange things 
even more, we were eating dinner on TV tables that Momma got somewhere 
years ago. They folded up and hung on a raek. I’d seen all different kinds and 
these were easily the eheapest and most riekety, but they did the job. We were 
the kind of family that didn’t replaee things that still worked. 

So, there we were, watehing Jeopardy!, sereaming the answers at the 
television. It was the one show we all liked. Suddenly, there was banging on our 
door. Not polite knoeking. Banging. 

I went to answer it, suspeeting it was something to do with Sharon. 

I opened the door and, what do you know, there stood Sharon, red-faeed and 
stuttering. 

“Your goddamn bees!” 



“What about them?” 

“They shit all over my ear. Not Arehie’s. Not the golf eart. My ear! Mine!” 

“I’m sorry, what? How do you know it was my bees?” 

“Beeause I saw them!” She was sereaming at me. “I saw them fly over your 
fenee. There must’ve been thousands of them!” 

I didn’t like her tone. 

“Would you like to stop sereaming in my faee?” 

I had had it with her. 

She stepped baek and said at a more reasonable volume, “If this happens 
again. I’ll eall the poliee!” 

“Go ahead. Honey bees don’t poop in the hive. They take eleansing flights. 
I’ve never heard of bees pieking out one target. They drop their tiny poops 
indiseriminately.” 

“Then how do you explain this?” 

“Maybe you’re just getting speeial treatment, Sharon. How would I know? 
Why don’t you ask the bees?” 

“I’m taking my ear to the ear wash and I’m sending you the bill,” she said. 

“And I’m going to finish my supper,” I said. 

I elosed the door in her faee. What was I supposed to do? Go wash her ear? 
Oh, Lord. Did my bees sense something about her? Wait! Did they understand 
the things I told them? I was unsure if I should really believe that or not. Was it 
possible? Was it possible for bees to step in like that and give the enemy a 
warning? I leaned against the baek of our front door and gave it a few moments 
of thought. It didn’t matter if it was a eoineidenee or done in eollaboration, it had 
oeeurred and that mueh was faet. Just like the bees had appeared at the wedding, 
disappeared, and then the seagulls stepped in. 

“You won’t believe what just happened,” I said to Momma and Leslie. 

“Wait until a eommereial, okay?” Momma said. “I’m watehing this and I ean’t 
hear with you yakking.” 

When I told them. Momma shrugged her shoulders and Leslie looked at me 
like I had lost large parts of my mind. 

“You don’t seriously believe that you told the bees some trash about Sharon 
and then as a direet result of that eonversation . . .” 

“A few thousand of them did a little poop on her ear. Maybe the bombing was 
deliberate. I don’t know how the bees understood what I was so upset about, but 
I’d bet every dollar to my name that they did.” 

Well, naturally, the next day I reported Sharon’s reaetion to the poopers 
themselves. 

“Look, I don’t know what’s happening here, but if y’all pooped on her ear 



deliberately, I’m gonna plant you so mueh Culver’s root and goldenrod you 
won’t believe it!” 

Honey bees loved anything with a purple flower. Culver’s root was a spiky 
plant I’d put in near the edges of our marshy baekyard. And goldenrod, native to 
our area, bloomed in a magnifieent shade of yellow. The bees swarmed both 
speeies, so I knew they had a high-quality neetar and pollen. Christmas would 
eome early for my girls. 

“I just want to make you all happy! Even if you didn’t do this on my behalf, 
thank you! Thank you!” 

After the bombing of Sharon’s ear there was a short period of relative peaee. I 
would see the boys a eouple of times a week, and sometimes they’d wait at our 
house for either Arehie or Sharon to eome home from work. But they had 
eertainly lost a lot of their spark. They were downright sullen. 

“Is everything all right at home?” I finally asked. 

“It’s okay,” Tyler said. “I’ll be in eollege in ten years. I’ll survive.” 

That wouldn’t do. Maybe my bees needed another eleansing flight. 



“Why do they call her the queen bee? ” Hunter 

said. 

“Well, I think it might be because she’s 
everybody’s mother, ” I said. 


Chapter Eighteen 



Expanding Horizons 


School would be out for the summer in mid-May. I knew Tyler had a birthday 
coming up in June, and I was already thinking about the cake I had promised 
him. My thought was to replicate the island’s playground, because we’d had so 
much fun there while Archie and Sharon were away on that fabulous romantic 
honeymoon of theirs. I was thinking of using a whole sheet cake covered with 
green icing on the top to represent grass. I’d ice the sides in waves of blue, to 
make it seem like the water around our island. I’d already started looking for 
Lego sets that looked like playground equipment. I could make shrubs and 
children and even dogs of marzipan and tiny flowers of tissue. I was pretty 
excited. It was a lot more exciting than Happy Birthday from the Gang! on a ten- 
inch round that, depending on how you cut it, serves ten to fourteen. 

When Carin was alive and one of the boys had a birthday, she’d have their 
whole class over, including their parents. I could still see Carin’s beautiful face, 
flushed with joy as she replenished pitcher after pitcher of sweet tea and 
lemonade. Or as she stood in the sun, holding her hair back from her face 
because of a stiff breeze while she listened intently to another parent telling her 
whatever it was that concerned her. And I could see Archie, grilling hot dogs and 


burgers by the seore, stopping to shake hands with this parent or that one or 
leaning down to take a speeial request from one of the ehildren. Carin and 
Arehie eouldn’t do enough to fete their birthday boys like prinees. 

I hoped the tradition would eontinue, beeause I felt like the more things went 
on as they had been, the easier it might be for the boys to eontinue to adjust to 
and move past all the traumatie ehanges. 

Leslie and Charlie eontinued to eorrespond, and the date of his lip-syne 
eompetition grew eloser. She eame to the eonelusion that she wasn’t going to go 
to Las Vegas for this whatever-it-was. But she was developing a broader view on 
the whole subjeet. 

We were sitting on the poreh in the dark, waiting for the stars to eome out, just 
solving humanity’s problems. 

“Think about Dame Edna,” she said to me. “That Australian guy? And what 
about that whole Monty Python gang? They were always dressing up as women. 
It doesn’t mean a thing!” 

“That’s true,” I said. I had to agree with her about them. 

“And they’re hilarious! It turns out that as Cher, Charlie is hilarious. I mean, 
who knew?” 

“Really? How weird is that? Like Clark Kent has superpowers when he’s 
wearing his eape?” 

“Sort of. But yeah.” 

“The human mind is faseinating. If I had it to do over again I might be a 
neurologist or a psyehiatrist. You going out tonight?” 

“No, I think I need to spend some time really thinking about where my 
marriage is going. You know? And what do I want my future to look like?” 

“You say that like you’re in eharge of it,” I said. 

“What? My future? Of eourse. I’m in eharge. And, darlin’ Holly, if you don’t 
think you’re in eharge of yours, we’ve got a lot of talking to do.” 

“I eould probably use some direetion, beeause I think I may have painted 
myself into a eomer.” 

“Well, then, we’ll have to find a way for you to paint yourself out. I mean, 
your life should make sense. Example, if you look at Charlie’s new lifestyle 
objeetively, you ean break it down to the point where it makes perfeet sense,” 
she said. 

“Oh, please. Eet me hear this new slant on the world,” I said. 

“Well, let’s start with the things Charlie never told me about his ehildhood,” 
she said. 

“Wait a minute, I want to eheek the sky.” I got up, stepped outside, and looked 
up. Only half the stars were visible, so I went baek to my roeker. “Okay, I’m 



ready.” 

“Well, he was attraeted to pretty things—^you know, jewelry, perfume, or just 
good smells in general.” 

“Like what?” 

“Well, fresh baskets of laundry that were still warm. He didn’t like the smell 
of people’s sweat. Apparently, when he got around anyone working in the yard 
in the heat of summer or around his father after a long tennis mateh, the smell of 
body odor made him nauseated.” 

“Can’t say I’m a fan, either,” I said. 

“Well, an3rway, that extended into high sehool. You ean imagine, the loeker 
room was disgusting to him. He had no desire to play sports other than tennis or 
golf. He was drawn to musie and theater and the arts. On and on it goes. Dad’s 
wool suits were seratehy. Mom’s silk dresses were super niee to toueh. Trying 
them on was even better.” 

“Where are we headed here?” I said. 

“He was just simply never eomfortable in the role of All-Ameriean Boy. But 
All-Ameriean Girl didn’t appeal to him, either. He says he always felt stuek 
somewhere in the middle. He always liked girls and was attraeted to girls and 
girl things. And he loved musieal theater, espeeially when he was east in 
something that required eostumes and makeup—like pirates or some Greek play 
where they wore togas. It was why he beeame the drum major in our marehing 
band. And, gosh, he was so good at it. Do you remember?” 

“That’s true. I remember him being all enthusiastie and twirling that big baton 
down the eenter of the football field at halftime. Always smiling. Yeah, he was a 
natural for that job. And I’ve gotta say that he was the most spirited drum major 
I’ve ever seen. He got everyone up and out of their seats, eheering like erazy!” 

“That’s just it. It makes him so happy to be somebody else for a while, 
espeeially if it involves impersonation of a big female star. I don’t want to deny 
him that. Who’s getting hurt?” 

“No one, as far as I ean see.” 

“I think he’s just having fun. You know, you talk to bees. That honey you 
harvest gives you a thrill. Lueky for you that your thrills are within the 
boundaries of soeiety’s norms. There are so many people who suffer. You know, 
all the stigma, bias, and even hate erimes when all they’re trying to do is be 
happy and not hurt anyone else.” 

“So you think Charlie’s really a straight guy who just likes feminine things?” 

“Yeah. I think this is how he was wired. Charlie is a good guy and we really 
love eaeh other. But there are going to have to be some eoneessions.” 

“I understand. Like showing up at the wedding, uninvited and unannouneed. 



all glammed up?” 

“Exactly. I’m thinking if I could tell myself that when he dresses up, he’s 
putting on his work clothes, like a costume, then maybe we could work 
something out. There’s a time and place for everything, right?” 

I didn’t say a word. I could only imagine what she had put herself through to 
come to that conclusion. 

“I don’t know if that is how this works, Leslie. It may be that he wants to be 
Charlene more and more. Or it could be that Charlene gets boring and he’d 
prefer to be Charles. In a smoking jacket. With velvet slippers. I have no idea. 
But I sure do admire the hell out of you for trying so hard to find a solution. This 
is not your regular marital problem.” 

“I know, but I can’t just throw us away, you know?” 

“I know. You shouldn’t. And look, not everybody wants to be a stevedore. 
People come in every size, color, and way we can imagine.” 

“Well, that’s sort of the way I’m seeing it,” she said. 

“Look, you’re my sister. Whatever you want to do, you know I’m going to 
support your decision.” 

This may not have looked like progress to the conventional world, but it was. 
Leslie had gone from an emphatic this ain’t happening no more to a let’s talk 
about it. Even Momma was going through some kind of evolution in her 
thoughts. 

“I give my girl a lot of credit,” she said over coffee the next morning. 

“Yeah? How come?” I said and peeled four strips of bacon into my favorite 
cast-iron skillet. 

“Because she’s willing to really dive into this and try to resolve something 
instead of just running away, although she did have a couple of runaway nights 
there.” 

“Momma!” I said. “I think it would be best to view those few indiscretions 
another way, like maybe therapeutic?” 

“If you say so. Want to bring in the paper? I forgot.” 

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll be right back. Watch the bacon for me, okay?” 

I went outside and picked up the paper and here came Archie with the boys. 
Another day was beginning. 

“Good morning! Not much school left!” 

“Nope!” Tyler called out. “Live more days!” 

“Lreedom!” Hunter yelled. 

“In the car,” Archie said. “How are you. Holly? I haven’t seen much of you 
lately.” 

“You mean since my bees dropped their you-know-what on Sharon’s car?” 



“That was unfortunate,” he said. “And of eourse, it wasn’t your fault.” 

“Duh, Arehie.” I gave him a smirk. “So, listen. That young man in your baek 
seat is having a b-day soon, if I reeall. Is there a party? Can I do the eake?” 

Tyler had a huge grin on his faee. 

“Gonna be eight!” 

“I know! That’s so amazing!” I said. 

Arehie got the funniest look on his faee. 

“It’s probably best if you diseuss that with Sharon,” he said. 

I wanted to talk to Sharon like I wanted to have dinner with Satan and all his 
buddies. 

“Well, maybe just ask her to let me know,” I said. “Y’all have a great day!” 

I turned and walked over to our house and elimbed the steps without looking 
baek. So that’s how it was now? Sharon was the go-to person? I told myself if I 
didn’t hear from her in a few days. I’d go over and see what the story was. 

“What kept you so long?” Momma said. “Your baeon is done.” 

I told her about our exehange. She shook her head. 

“Will you pour me some more eoffee, please?” she said. “Sharon is the 
worst.” 

I refilled her eup and said, “This is news?” 

Leslie walked into the kitehen, took a mug, and filled it. 

“G’moming! What’s going on?” she said. 

We told her the story and she rolled her eyes somewhere up in her head. 

“Oh, God. It’s always going to be something with that beast,” she said. “And 
she’s eut off Arehie’s cojones. He’s going to go along with whatever she wants.” 

I thought it was funny that Momma used to be the beast. Now Sharon was. 
But why was Arehie letting Sharon eall the shots? 

“It’s a shame,” Momma said. “Sueh a shame. Do you think you might share 
your baeon. Holly?” 

“Sure,” I said and gave her half of what I’d fried. “You want toast?” 

“I think I would,” Momma said. “Thank you.” 

Hello? Who are you aliens that took my mother? Can you keep her? This 
one’s halfway niee. 

“You’re weleome,” I said and dropped two sliees of white bread in the toaster. 

“I’ve gotta go and paek,” Leslie said. 

“Really? Where are you going?” Momma said. 

“Vegas, to see my husband. I’ll be baek Sunday,” she said. “He has been 
begging me to eome sinee the first day he got there.” 

“Well, you tell him I said, if we’re going to have a female impersonator in the 
family,” Momma said, “he’d better be the best damn one the world has ever 



seen!” 

“Oh, Momma!” Leslie said. “That is like the sweetest thing you’ve ever said 
to me.” 

I thought I had better go lie down. 

Leslie left for Las Vegas, and I didn’t hear anything from Sharon over the next 
three days, so I took a deep breath and ealled Sharon that night. She answered on 
the first ring, but I didn’t read anything into that. 

“Sharon? Hey, it’s me. Holly.” 

“Hi, Holly. What’s going on?” 

“Not mueh. How are y’all doing?” 

“Great, thanks.” 

“So I was just thinking about Tyler’s birthday. It’s right around the eomer.” 

“I’m aware,” she said. 

Ooooh, boy. I thought. This is not going to go down as I had hoped. 

“I’d like to make a eake for him and I wanted to make sure it was all right 
with you.” 

“Of eourse! By all means. Make him a eake. That’s very niee of you.” 

“Well, I’m delighted to do it. So, if you eould just tell me how many people 
you’re expeeting at his party so there’s enough to go around.” 

“Let’s see. Well, my parents, so that’s two, my aunt and unele, so that’s four, 
Arehie, me naturally, and of eourse the boys. That’s eight.” 

I was a little stunned. 

“What about Tyler’s friends?” 

“You mean you’re thinking we should have fifty ehildren running around, 
sereaming and making a mess? No, no. In my family, birthdays are strietly for 
family only. I would send eupeakes to sehool, but sehool is out for the summer.” 

“I see. Okay then. I’ll make a eake for eight.” 

“With a little extra for my family to take home.” 

“Sure thing.” Was she kidding? “What day are y’all eelebrating?” It was all I 
eould do to hide the disappointment in my voiee. 

“Oh, I think Sunday afternoon would be niee, say early dinnertime?” 

“Okay, I’ll drop it off after ehureh.” 

His aetual birthday was Thursday. What in the world was going through her 
head? What planet was she from? She was all set to deny Tyler a birthday party 
with his friends when every single ehild in his elass had a party. But Tyler should 
eelebrate four days late with her parents? I was furious. There was nothing I 
eould do. Nothing. Exeept, I told my bees. 



“There’s no fourth floor in the Nobu Hotel, ” 
Charlie said. 

“Why not? ” 1 said. 

“Because in Asia the number four is bad luck, 
and in this town they don’t tempt luck! ” 


Chapter Nineteen 



Leslie and Cher 


I am telling you that when I got off the plane in Las Vegas I thought I would die 
from the speetaele of it all. There were slot maehines all over the airport and a 
kind of exeitement in the air I’d never felt before. You eould see the antieipation 
in the faees of arriving passengers that they were about to have the vaeation of 
their lives. And win a fortune. And others waiting at gates filled with 
disappointment. 

I spent a little time talking to a guy next to me on the plane, and he said he 
eame to Las Vegas all the time. He said every night he’d see a show, have a big 
dinner, and then go to the easinos. Every night would be different entertainment, 
a different restaurant, and another easino. He was meeting his brother there, who 
was eoming from just north of San Franeiseo. They did this every year without 
their wives, just the two of them. I thought. Well, why not? But Las Vegas didn’t 
really hold a lot of appeal for me. Okay, I’d never been there, but gambling 
wasn’t my thing. I was doing this for Charlie. My sweet Charlie. 

And Charlie was exeited. He met me in baggage elaim and was talking 


nonstop. 

“Kiss kiss!” He kissed my eheeks and eontinued. “How was your flight? 
Don’t you look wonderful! Do you have luggage?” 

“No, just this roller,” I said. 

“Well, did you eat? Are you starving? The Mexiean food in this town is AH- 
mazing! Or would you like sushi? I eould always eat sushi.” 

“I’m fine, Charlie. I ate.” 

“Okay, well then, let’s get a move on!” 

He took my roller and I followed him through the terminal and out to the 
parking garage. He was walking so fast I eould hardly keep up with him. 

“Charlie! Slowdown!” 

“Oh, sorry, Leslie. I guess I’m exeited to show you everything.” 

“Well, so far, even the airport is pretty eolorful!” 

Charlie stopped at an unfamiliar ear, a bright red Toyota RAV4, unloeked it, 
and raised the hateh door. He put my suitease in and slammed it shut. 

“New ear?” I said. Charlie usually drove a luxury ear, so I was a little 
surprised. 

“Yeah, a new ear for the new me.” 

I thought. Oh boy, exaetly who is this new me going to turn out to be? 

“So the elimate here is one of the best things to reeommend it. I mean, it’s hot 
like hell in July, but it’s hot in Maine in July, isn’t it?” 

“Yes. And I think it’s pretty dry here, too, isn’t it?” I said. 

“Yes, you’ll have great hair here.” 

He drove, talking the whole time about all the things he loved about Las 
Vegas. 

“I rented an apartment, too. Wait until you see it. It’s very tiny, but until I get 
to know the town, it’s very eentrally loeated to the Strip and all that.” 

“You rented an apartment? Charlie, we have a house in Ohio.” 

“I’m aware,” he said. “But I have to tell you, you eouldn’t pay me any amount 
of money in the entire world to shovel snow again.” 

“You never shoveled snow. Not onee. I did. And salted the walkways and 
steps.” 

“Well. It was a pain in the neek to deal with all your eomplaining about 
shoveling it then.” 

“Oh, Charlie.” What was he saying? “Are you saying we should sell our house 
in Glenwillow?” 

“Not today. But if my plan works, yes, we should. You’ll like it here so mueh 
better. We’re elose to Sedona, you know. A mere four-hour drive. We ean go sit 
on the vortex and meditate.” 



“The vortex?” 

“Yes, the vortex. Sedona, Arizona, is in the Verde Valley, whieh is one of the 
most speetaeular plaees on this entire planet. Think Wile E. Coyote. But there is 
the spot ealled the Red Roek that some people think is an alien spaeeship or a 
portal to another dimension. It’s very popular with psyehies and artists. Sedona 
used to be full of old people and hippies, but now it’s got more private jets 
eoming and going than you ean eount.” 

“What makes it a vortex? I mean, isn’t a vortex something that’s moving? 
Seems to me that the desert is pretty still.” 

“I think you’re right, and I don’t know why they eall it that, either. But it’s 
supposed to be a plaee where you meditate more deeply and maybe the eosmos 
speaks to you.” 

“Yeah, well, right now the eosmos is telling me that you’re losing your grip on 
reality.” 

We were driving along the famous Strip, where all the big easinos and hotels 
are loeated. It was very garish and loud. Not historie Charleston one teeny bit. 

“No, I’m not. Isn’t this something?” 

“You know, maybe it’s the Catholie girl in me, but I feel like if I look this 
plaee square in the eyeball. I’ll be turned into a pillar of salt.” 

He laughed and then I did, too. All Las Vegas was, really, was an adult 
Disneyland, where new erazy dreams were bom and other, old, worn-out dreams 
eame to die. Treated with the right amount of self-eontrol, it might be fun. 

“A pillar of salt, indeed!” 

We were then on West Flamingo Road and we turned on Arville Street. 

“We’re almost home,” he said. 

I thought. Yes, your home. Not mine. Yours. 

Finally, he turned onto West Roehelle Avenue and into his apartment eomplex, 
ealled Raneho del Sol. The landseaping was really beautiful. And the buildings 
were lovely. No one ever said Charlie had bad taste. 

“This looks very niee, babe,” I said. “You have a pool, I hope?” 

"We have a pool!” he said. “And tennis eourts and a gym and a party spaee 
and a beautiful terraee where we ean sit outside in the shade or the sun and have 
a glass of some wonderful California agrieultural produet.” 

He pulled into a parking spaee. We got out, and Charlie got my bag and rolled 
it up to his front door. He unloeked it and went inside. It was fully furnished. In 
white. And ehrome. No plants. No artwork. But a huge television over the 
fireplaee. And a lot of mirrors. 

“Where did you get all this?” 

“It’s all rented until we make up our minds,” he said. “Exeept for the 



television. I bought that. And the stereo and some linens and kitehen stuff. What 
do you think?” 

“I thi nk it eould benefit from a woman’s toueh. It’s a little eold.” 

“Yes, but eonsidering I’ve only been here for ten days, it’s not bad, right? And 
it’s only temporary. At some point, we’ll want to look for a house.” 

I looked all around and said, “No, it’s not bad at all.” 

As usual, Charlie was operating on a lot of assumptions. I thought about 
strangling him for making all these deeisions that truly did not inelude me, and I 
thought about telling him that this felt like I had moved from wife and lover to 
friend status. But maybe that’s what he was telling me. An3rway, I had eome here 
to support him in his performanee, and that’s what I intended to do. I eould 
ehoke him before I left on Sunday. 

“So what’s the plan?” 

“I have to be at the elub by six. Competition starts at six thirty.” 

“Okay, are you ready for this?” 

“I’m ready and I’m exeited. You see, this is all part of my master plan. Instead 
of working retail or working in my family’s business. I’m going to make it on 
my own as a female impersonator. I’m going to get a full-time gig doing this and 
support us with money I earn.” 

“Charlie, you know I love you, right?” 

“I depend on it.” 

“Let’s just take this one step at a time. Let’s foeus on tonight.” 

And we did. Charlie put on his full Cher eostume, eomplete with false 
eyelashes, enough makeup for ten women, and fake-diamond bangle braeelets 
over his elbow-length gloves. The dress was pretty simple, a long gown of blaek 
jersey knit shot through all over with tiny blaek jets that shimmered. It was the 
wig that did me in. When Charlie put the wig on, he was more Cher than Cher. 
After we praetieed his routine four times at his apartment, we went to the elub. 

“I’m nervous,” he said. 

“Listen, make your nervous energy work for you and keep your eyes on me.” 

“Okay.” 

I took a seat in the audienee and watehed: Cher, Cher, Judy Garland, Judy 
Garland, Diana Ross, Barbra Streisand, Gaga, Gaga, several Bette Midlers, and 
ten more Barbras. Finally, my Cher eame on. “Gypsys, Tramps & Thieves” was 
a great ehoiee beeause it had more soul than a lot of Cher’s other hits. And 
Charlie had everyone on their feet elapping and whistling by the time he was 
done. I gave him a thumbs-up from the audienee and he blew me a kiss. 

It was another Cher who took the prize that night lip-syneing “Believe,” 
whieh was perhaps more of a erowd-pleaser, but Charlie eame away with a 



thousand-dollar prize for best new talent. 

“What did you think?” he said, hungry for praise. 

“I think you’ve got a whole new life in front of you, Charlie, and I love you 
and only wish every good thing in the world for you, but. . .” 

“You’re going baek to Charleston.” 

“Yes. Yes, I am.” 



“There’s only one queen bee in each hive, ” 1 

said. 

“How come? ” Hunter said. 
“Because somebody has to be in charge. ” 


Chapter Twenty 



Wigged Out 


I knew it was the boys’ last day of sehool. How did I know? I knew beeause I 
paid attention, that’s why. Was Sharon there to help the boys elean out their 
loekers and eubbies? Of eourse not. Did she ask me to go help? Nope. Was every 
other parent or nanny there to help them? With little gifts for the teaehers, and 
taking pietures, and bringing treats for the end-of-year elass parties? Of eourse! 
So when Sharon got a eall from the sehool that she was remiss in her duties, she 
had to leave her offiee and go. Aeeording to Tyler, she wasn’t too happy. 

I knew this beeause she dropped the boys off at my house. She was going 
baek to her offiee. And, as it ean be in May, it was an unusually hot day. That 
kind of weather drives the bees from the hives beeause it’s too hot in there. 
Generally, what they do is find a eool spot and hang together in a formation that 
looks like a beard. That day they were hanging on the live oak tree in our 
baekyard. If Sharon had seen them, she might have gone running and sereaming 
to the poliee station. 

“Come in! Come in!” I said when I answered the door. Tyler and Hunter ran 
by me, headed straight for the kitehen. There on the table was a eake that said 


Congratulations Tyler and Hunter! Another Great Year in School! Happy 
Summer! Of course, it was a full sheet cake, because I needed the room to write 
all that I wanted to say. 

I had a big flat-bottomed basket, and in there were plates and napkins and 
plenty of small cold bottles of water, stacked up, ready to go. 

“Want to take all this over to the playground and see who shows up?” 

They were twitching and moving their weight from one foot to the other. 

“Yeah!” 

“Okay, but go to the bathroom first, okay?” 

“Okay!” 

They scampered like puppies, bumping into each other to see who would get 
there first. I was very pleased with myself in that moment. 

This time we took their golf cart since we had so much to carry. Don’t you 
know half of their classmates were there at the playground? Tyler and Hunter 
were so excited. I pulled over and stopped, and they jumped off the cart and ran 
ahead, emptyhanded, I might add. 

The kids were literally jumping up and down like mad and screaming, “No 
more school until August!” and “It’s officially summer!” We, the adults, looked 
to each other, remembering our own youth and how exciting it was to consider 
the promise of summer and all it might bring—^vacations, days at the beach, flip- 
flops, sleepovers with friends, barbecues, fish fries, baseball games—there was 
an endless list. For me, I could remember trying to get the perfect tan without 
burning. Leslie, of course, had a tan after one afternoon on the beach. I used to 
be jealous of all those things, but these days I just remembered them and said. 
I’d so rather be me. 

I took the cake over to the picnic table, went back for the plates, napkins, and 
water, and got it all organized. Tyler came running over with a couple of boys. 

“We’re ready!” Tyler said. 

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?” I said. 

“I’m Tommy and this is Brian,” Tommy said, before Tyler could respond. 
“Are you the nanny?” 

“Nope,” I said. “I’m the next-door neighbor sort of aunt and sort of really 
great friend.” 

Tyler gave me a huge hug and Tommy threw him a little grief. 

“Hugging your best friendT’ Tommy sang it in baby talk. 

Tyler spun around on his heel and said, “Oh, yeah? Well, who bought you a 
cake?” 

“No one! I see your point, sir!” Tommy said. 

“I’m Brian,” Brian said. “And I would like a piece of cake, please.” 



“Brian has the best manners in our elass,” Tommy said solemnly, as though 
this was simply a goal beyond his reaeh. 

“Well, ITl tell you what. If you boys will go tell everyone there’s eake and 
water bottles. I’ll give you the eomer pieees! They have the most ieing.” 

It didn’t take two minutes for every kid on the playground to appear, hovering 
like loeusts. 

“Okay! Anybody got a peanut allergy?” 

No one said a word. 

“Anybody gluten free or vegan?” 

Sounds erazy, but you had to ask these days. 

There being no allergies or health eoneems that fessed up, I had one last 
announeement. 

“When you’re done, what are you going to do with your plate and napkins?” I 
pointed to the giant trash barrel to help them out with the answer. 

“Put them in the garbage!” eame the loud response. 

Two of the other women there supervising their eharges stepped in to help me. 

“Hey, I’m Aliee,” one of them said. “This is so niee of you. How ean I help?” 

“I think we need more eake in our lives,” I said. “It’s niee to meet you. Pass 
out eake to all these varmints?” 

“Happy to! More eake in our lives sounds exeellent!” 

“I ean give out water bottles? Hi! I’m Maureen Thomas,” the other woman 
said. 

“That would be great,” I said. 

I thought to myself then that these were two ladies I’d probably like to know. 
They had just stepped right up to help. I liked that. It wouldn’t kill me to have a 
few friends. But, as we all know, ever sinee Leslie married Charlie, I’d been 
eaptive. Well, enough of that. Momma was eompletely ambulatory. She didn’t 
need a nurse. What she needed was the same thing I needed—more fun. Plain 
and simple. We both needed more fun. 

“So do you live on the island?” I asked Maureen. 

“Yes. My husband and I just moved here from Nashville. He’s working for 
Boeing.” 

“Wow, that’s a heekuva eommute for him.” 

“Well, we wanted Matthew to be able to attend Sullivan’s Island Elementary 
Sehool,” she said. “You know, you make all sorts of unbelievable saerifiees for 
your kids, right?” She sort of laughed. 

“Yeah. Living on the island is a terrible saerifiee.” 

And she added, “And I inherited this big old house on the beaeh when my 
grandmomma went to her great reward.” 



“How cool is that? Well, the school is absolutely idyllic, like something out of 
a dream.” 

“It is. So, are Tyler and Hunter yours?” she said. 

“Sadly, no. They’re my next-door neighbor’s children. Their mother was 
killed in a terrible car accident. . .” 

I told her the story because she seemed to want to know the details. 

“I heard about this. How awful. And he’s already married again? Pretty quick, 
huh?” 

“I thought so, but it’s really none of my business,” I said. 

“Well, what’s she like?” 

I thought about it for a moment before I spoke because I didn’t want the story 
to travel. But on the other hand, why not stick it to Sharon with a total stranger? 
Just a little. 

“The real reason I brought this cake to the park is because Tyler’s birthday is 
next Thursday and he’s not having a party because she doesn’t believe in them.” 

“So she’s a big ol’ bitch?” 

“Kind of the biggest one I ever met,” I said. “She’s having her parents and her 
aunt and uncle over for cake on the Sunday after his birthday.” 

“And that’s it?” 

“Yep.” 

“Poor little guy! Oh, I just hate that story,” Maureen said. 

“Me, too.” 

We stood there and watched as Tyler ran around with Brian, Tommy, and her 
Matthew. And twenty other kids were playing tag, shooting hoops, and just 
generally having the time of their lives. On further inspection, I saw Hunter was 
hanging upside down on the jungle gym. 

“Hunter!” I called out. “Get down from there!” 

“He’ll break his neck,” Maureen said. 

“No, he won’t. He’s part monkey. Hunter! Get down this instant!” 

Hunter climbed down by grabbing the bar from which he was hanging and 
doing a flip, squarely hitting the ground like a junior Olympic gymnast. 

“Kids,” she said. 

We both grinned and shook our heads, but I hoped Hunter did not see that. He 
didn’t need an ounce of encouragement. 

There was a magical Lowcountry mood that afternoon, as though the invisible 
sirens of Sullivan’s Island were poised to swoop down from the tops of all the 
bushy palmetto trees on the island to claim the boys of summer as their own. It 
made my heart swell to see all their energy and happiness. It was a snapshot I’d 
never forget. 



Maureen said, “His birthday is next Thursday, you said?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then why don’t we throw him a surprise party at my house?” 

What an amazing idea. Amazing. 

“Maureen? I think I want to be your best friend. Brilliant idea! When Sharon 
finds out, she’ll kill me. But this would be the first year of his life without his 
mother, with no real party and no friends to eelebrate with. So let her kill me.” 

“I’ll be your best friend. And, just so you know. I’m not afraid of her.” 

Maureen was right. What eould Sharon do? 

“All righty then. Let’s do it! I’ll bring the eake.” 

“I’ll get pizza and sodas,” she said. “We should invite a few parents, too. You 
know, to supervise.” 

“And a teenager who’s a eertified lifeguard?” 

“Exeellent idea!” 

Over the next half hour our plan eame together. Tyler and Hunter would think 
they were just going over to Matthew’s for a swim and maybe supper. They 
should arrive at three. The other kids would get there at two. They would hide in 
the bushes, jump out, and yell surprise! Tyler was going to lose his mind! I was 
getting exeited. And I loved having a seeret. We exehanged phone numbers and 
promised to talk over the next week. 

We ehugged slowly along Middle Street as we tried to take the golf eart home. 
The battery was dying. 

“As soon as we get home. I’ll put it on the eharger,” Tyler said, sounding very 
mueh like an adult. 

“You are sueh a good helper, Tyler!” I said. 

“I’m a good helper, too,” Hunter said. 

“Of eourse you are, sweetheart!” 

It was somewhere around five o’eloek. Arehie and Sharon’s ears were in the 
drive. I was earrying leftover eake and surplus plates and napkins over to our 
house. Sharon met the boys on the poreh. 

I heard her say, “Dinner is at five o’eloek. You know that. It’s five thirty. The 
kitehen is elosed. Sorry. There will be no dinner for either one of you.” 

“But we ean’t tell time!” Tyler wailed. 

“Then I suggest you learn how.” 

She had to be the worst woman in the whole entire world to step into Garin’s 
shoes. What in the name of everything holy did Arehie see in her? I went inside 
and ealled Domino’s, paid for a pizza with my eredit eard, and told them to 
deliver it anonymously to Tyler. It was really my fault that they were late. I 
didn’t know about the dinner rule. But a pizza would send a strong message. 



I waited and watched. Fortunately, it was Archie who opened the door when 
Domino’s arrived. He took the pizza and went inside. I wondered then if he 
knew it was from me. He was so dense these days, he probably thought it was a 
gift from the heavens, like manna. 

Next Thursday couldn’t get here fast enough. But Sunday came first, and that 
meant Leslie’s return. She came rolling in around four in the afternoon. Momma 
and I were in the kitchen, drinking tea and waiting for her. 

“So? How was it?” I asked. 

“It was insane, just as you’d expect. Charlie won a special award for emerging 
talent. A thousand dollars and a trophy. He had a ball. I was completely 
overwhelmed by the spectacle of the whole thing.” 

“A little more detail would be nice,” Momma said, in her more caustic voice, 
because she had been starved of Leslie’s company for a few days. 

“Well, let’s put it this way. If you went to a bar with impersonators on the 
outskirts of Charleston, you’d have one level of costume. You know, a nice gown 
but maybe the wig might be of a type that is natural hair, trying to pass for Ann- 
Margret when she was young.” 

“I wouldn’t know,” Momma said. 

“But when you go to Las Vegas, the ladies there have on extraordinary wigs, 
eyelashes so long and thick they’re like awnings, glitter in their makeup and on 
their bodies, gorgeous gowns like they wore in the old days of Holl3rwood, and 
so much jewelry it borders on garish. They’ve got huge attitude that’s regal but 
naughty and sassy at the same time. And most of them have hilariously funny 
personalities. I think quite a few of them started out doing stand-up and for one 
reason or another, they graduated to impersonators who also do stand-up.” 

“Did you take pictures?” Momma said. 

“Of course!” Leslie said. 

“Let’s see,” Momma said. 

Leslie clicked around on her phone and then slid it over to Momma. I got up 
and stood behind her so I could see them, too. 

“You were not exaggerating,” I said. 

“No, she did not stretch the truth,” Momma said. 

From one to the next, the ladies were stunningly beautiful, and you could not 
tell they weren’t women. Then we came to the pictures of Charlie. He paled by 
comparison in terms of hair, wardrobe, and accessories. Momma sat back and 
considered his pictures for a moment or two, and then she scrolled back to the 
others. 

“I used to sew, you know. In fact, you know I always wanted to be a pattern 
maker.” 



I had forgotten that, but it was true. When Leslie and I were little, Momma 
had at least three Singer sewing maehines, always trading up. But what was she 
saying? Was she offering to sew for Charlie? 

Then she serolled baek to the other female impersonators. 

“Looks like Charlie’s wearing a prom dress next to those other ladies,” she 
said. “I ean’t stand by and let him look like that. He’ll never get an 3 rwhere if 
that’s what the eompetition looks like.” 

“What do you mean?” Leslie said. 

“I mean, I eould probably make a few gowns for him every so often when he’s 
got a new show eoming up. It might be fun, and he’ll eertainly be no more worse 
off than he is in this getup. What do you think?” 

“You mean you’d eome to Las Vegas and stay with us and do this?” Leslie 
said. 

I was just trying to keep my jaw off the floor. 

“Yeah, that’s exaetly what I mean. I wouldn’t be moving in with you 
permanently, but I eouldn’t really do this for him from this island, now eould I? 
And we need to find him a wig maker. Farrah Faweett he isn’t, with all those 
wings and wisps. He looks like a refugee from the 1980s.” 

Okay, it wasn’t lost on me that my mother now faneied herself to be a fashion 
maven. And she expeeted us to believe her. 

Leslie did. 

“Oh, Momma! That would be so wonderful! Charlie will be so thrilled! The 
thing is, the gowns have to be eustom! Oh! I ean’t wait to tell him!” 

She ran from the room to eall him. 

“Let me get this straight. You’re going to get on a plane and fly to Las Vegas 
and live with Leslie while you sew for Charlie.” 

“Yes,” she said. 

“Okay,” I said and thought. Now I’ve heard it all. 



“Don’t ever eat bananas around a beehive, ” I 

said. 

“Why not? ” they said. 

“Because the smell of them might cause the bees 
to swarm. ” 


Chapter Twenty-One 



Splash! 


Momma was out shopping for luxury fabrics with Leslie. That whole situation 
still boggled my mind. If you’d told me a year ago my momma would get out of 
bed, I’d have said, fat chance. And if you’d told me she’d be designing and 
making evening gowns for her son-in-law’s lip-sync competitions. I’d have 
thought you’d lost your damn mind. But then. Momma would do anything for 
Leslie. And it turned out that Leslie would do just about anything for Charlie. 

So I was on my own to take up a small problem with Archie. His car was in 
the driveway. He must not have had classes that afternoon. I walked across the 
street and rang their doorbell. 

Archie answered after a few moments. 

“Hi, Holly! What’s going on?” 

“Archie? Is there a place we can talk without being overheard?” 

“Sure,” he said and stepped out onto the porch, closing the door behind him 
quietly. “Is something wrong?” 

“I’m not sure where to start. Tyler is a popular kid, but I assume you know 


that. Hunter is as well.” 

“I assume they have friends at sehool,” he said. 

I thought, The thing to say would’ve been, I know they have a lot of nice 
friends. They used to come here all the time. But the waters had been sullied and 
all the rules had ehanged. Now, maybe they had friends at sehool. And they were 
no longer weleome. 

“Yes. They have a lot of them, good kids from niee families. Anyway, there’s 
a new ehild, Matthew, who’s just moved here from Tennessee. His dad works for 
Boeing. His momma’s name is Maureen Thomas. Maureen inherited a big house 
on the beaeh over at Station Twenty-seven from her grandmother. In an effort to 
make friends for her son, she planned a birthday party for Tyler.” 

“When is this party supposed to take plaee?” 

“This afternoon.” 

“Well, Tyler’s in loekdown.” 

“Again?” 

“Yeah.” 

“So I suppose Maureen went to great effort?” 

“Yes.” I was quiet and just stared at him for a few minutes. “Balloons, a 
lifeguard, twenty kids . . .” 

“Well, this is a dilemma.” He stared at me, seeming lost. 

“I know,” I said. “Look, Arehie. This will be the first time in his life he hasn’t 
had a birthday eelebration with his friends. And I know it’s none of my business, 
but does the punishment fit the erime?” 

He paused before answering me. 

“Between us? I thought being grounded for a week was too harsh. But I have 
to baek up Sharon, even when she’s over the top, or else it undermines our 
relationship. You understand that, don’t you?” 

I ehose my words earefully. 

“What I understand is that it’s a little boy’s birthday today, who barely a year 
ago lost his mother, who’s got to be on his mind, espeeially today, and that he’s 
got a stepmother that may not be the perfeet fit. And no matter what he did or 
said, this punishment isn’t going to make him love Sharon. It’s only going to 
make him miss his own mother even more.” 

“Did you ever think about beeoming a ehild psyehologist?” 

“I’ve toyed with a lot of different ideas about my future. But do you see what 
I’m talking about?” 

“I’ll eall Sharon and see if I ean get him some time off for good behavior. 
Maybe even get the whole sentenee eommuted.” 

“There you go! Great! Thanks, Arehie.” 



“It would be a shame for Tyler to miss his own party.” He looked at me in 
sueh a funny way, and then he said something so stupid, I almost fell off the 
poreh. He said, “Why do you eare so mueh?” 

I wanted to say. Why don’t you eare more? 

“Beeause I really love Hunter and Tyler, that’s why. I have sinee you and 
Carin brought them home from the hospital.” 

Arehie stood there on the poreh, reminiseing. 

“I miss her, you know?” he said. 

“I know. Everyone does, but I think your boys might miss her the most.” 

Arehie nodded his head. 

“Thanks, Holly. Somehow I always find myself thanking you for something. 
What ean I do to make up for all you do for us?” 

Well, I thought, you eould toss Sharon off the top of the Ravenel Bridge into 
the Cooper River and let the sharks eat her. That would take eare of it. 

“You know, before you got married, I had a eonversation with the boys. They 
both said they didn’t want another mother, that they liked things just as they 
were. Y’all had a boys’ elub, in their mind an 3 rway. Just you and them against 
the world, and together, nothing would ever hurt them again. With Sharon on the 
seene, they lost that, too. Do you see what I mean?” 

“Do you think I made a mistake marrying Sharon?” 

“Do you?” 

“No.” 

“Well, then . . . good.” I looked at the ground as my faee got red and hot. 
“Maybe, if you wanted to do something, just try to temper Sharon’s rules and 
regulations. There might be a few that eould be loosened up a bit.” 

The look on his faee said that I might have won Tyler a reprieve, but I had 
inadvertently embarrassed Arehie by implying he wasn’t giving enough 
vigilanee to what was going on. He knew that I knew he had simply turned the 
boys over to Sharon to raise like house plants. He also knew I knew she was 
doing a terrible disserviee to two little boys who deserved one helluva lot more 
than they were getting. 

“I ean take them over to Maureen’s if you’d like,” I said. 

“Let me talk to Sharon first,” he said. “I’ll eall you, okay?” 

“Sure,” I said. I went down the stairs into the yard and turned baek. “Arehie?” 

He just stood there looking at me. 

“It’s his birthday. Come on. He’s just a little boy.” 

“I’ll eall you,” he said. 

What else eould he say? 

I went home and ealled Maureen, telling her every detail. 



“So that’s the latest,” I said. 

“What do you think?” 

“I thi nk that if she doesn’t let this ehild eome to his own birthday party, I’ll be 
so furious with Sharon, I’ll rip her head off. How’s that?” 

“I’ll help you.” 

And so, I waited and waited and waited. 

I went out to my apiary to eheek on the girls. Naturally, I told them 
everything. My eell phone rang in my baek poeket. It was Arehie. I took off my 
gloves and answered it. 

“Sharon said no,” he said. 

“Are you serious? You can’t be serious!” 

“She really feels very strongly that Tyler needs to learn a lesson. Holly, he 
ealled her a terrible name. He ean’t do that.” 

“So let me get this straight. Hunter is going to Tyler’s birthday party without 
him?” 

“When she found out there was a party for Tyler and that she had not been 
told the truth, she was furious. Hunter isn’t going, either.” 

“Why?” I asked. 

“Beeause she thinks they both knew and didn’t tell her.” 

“It’s a surprise party, Arehie.” 

“She’s got the final word. Holly. She’s eoming home at two thirty to talk to 
him.” 

“Y’all are unbelievable.” I hit the end button. I turned baek to my hives, told 
them the story, and said, “What now?” 

It didn’t take long for me to get an answer to that question. At preeisely two 
thirty, Sharon pulled up in the driveway. My bees from the pink hive bearded her 
ear, so many of them that all the windows were eovered. I eould see them leave 
the hive as they flew over in a swarm. She started blowing her horn over and 
over. 

“Help!” Sharon was sereaming bloody murder. “Help! Arehie! Help!” 

The bees were undeterred. Arehie and the boys eame running out of the house 
and stopped dead in their traeks when they saw what was happening. 

“Call the poliee!” she was sereaming. “Call them!” 

She turned her windshield wipers on and began spraying them with the wiper 
fluid. This infuriated the bees, who quiekly flew away and joined their sisters on 
the sides of the ear. 

I saw Arehie give Tyler a push to eome over to our house, presumably to get 
me. Maybe he thought I eould do something. 

I met him at the door. 



“What’s going on, Tyler? Happy birthday, by the way.” 

“Thanks! There’s a billion bees that have Sharon trapped in her ear! Dad says 
for you to eome quiek!” 

“I’ll be along in a minute. Let me get my suit on.” 

He followed me through the house and out the baek door to my shed. 

“I don’t know why he thinks I ean do a thing about it,” I said. “Now, Tyler, I 
want you to stand way baek from her ear, okay? Maybe my smoker will help. 
Maybe it won’t. Let’s hope.” 

I pulled my veil down and lit my smoker. When I got to the seene, Sharon was 
beyond hysterieal. 

“You’re a menaee!” she was sereaming at me. “I’m going to sue you for a 
million dollars!” 

“Good luek with that,” I said and started smoking the girls. They began to 
land on me, and when I had them all, and I estimated ten thousand or so, I 
simply began walking them baek to their hive. 

“The bees are all over her!” Sharon sereamed. “Oh, my God! She’s a freak!” 

“No. I’m not. I’m a beekeeper,” I said ealmly. 

A few bees, whieh might have been affeeted by the windshield washer fluid, 
hung baek. 

“Maybe that will teaeh her a lesson,” I said quietly to them. “I love you, 
girls!” 

They buzzed all around me in a waggle and returned home to their hive. 

It goes without saying that Tyler was allowed to go to his party with Hunter 
and all eharges against him were dropped by his jailer. Arehie told me that he’d 
had a ehat with Sharon and told her she was being too striet. She was so upset 
about my bees swarming her ear that she relented. I drove them to Maureen’s 
with the eake tueked away out of their sight in the baek of my SUV. Sure 
enough, it represented the Sullivan’s Island playground, with a tiny marzipan 
Tyler playing basketball with Matthew and Brian, and Hunter hanging upside 
down from the monkey bars. 

Tyler shrieked with delight when the kids yelled, “Surprise!” There were 
presents and pizza and eannonballs into the pool. They played Mareo Polo until 
the adults eouldn’t stand it for another minute. They dried off and sang “Happy 
Birthday” loud enough to wake the dead; Tyler blew out the eandles and they all 
ate eake. The parents took pietures of everything. Tyler’s parents weren’t there, 
but he was absolutely beaming with happiness. That was all I wanted to see. If 
Garin was watehing she’d be pleased. 

Maureen finally got around to asking me how I got Tyler out of restrietion and 
to the party. 



“I had just about given up and I thought, Well, we’ll have the party an 3 rway,” 
she said. 

“You’re right. My honey bees helped me.” 

“You keep honey bees?” Aliee said. “I love them!” 

“No, how wonderful!” Maureen said. “They’re the most faseinating little 
ereatures, aren’t they?” 

“Uh, yass. Listen to this story.” 

I told them about the bees and how I talk to them. Then I told them the story 
about how they used Sharon’s ear for target praetiee on their eleansing flight and 
about how today they swarmed her windows. They didn’t know how to respond 
to the implieations of what I had just told them. 

“Well, first of all,” Maureen said, “I ean’t even begin to tell you how happy I 
am we put this little shindig together for Tyler. That is one preeious little boy.” 

“He was tiekled to bits,” Aliee said. 

“And don’t you know he was probably missing his momma today?” I said. 
“It’s his first birthday without her.” 

“Poor baby,” Aliee said. “Well, time for me to go.” 

Aliee gave Tyler and Hunter a ride home with all of Tyler’s gifts, and I stayed 
behind to help Maureen finish eleaning up. Everyone else had said good-bye and 
gone home. 

“Those kids are going to sleep like stones tonight,” I said. “They hardly got 
out of the pool, exeept to eat.” 

“Yeah, they will sleep good, but my yard looks like we were hit by a tornado!” 
Maureen said. 

“Don’t worry,” I said. “We’ll make it all go away. I need a big blaek garbage 
bag.” 

She handed me one and I started wadding up wrapping paper and ribbon. 

“I’m not worried in the least! But now that I have you alone, I want to ask you 
something.” 

“Sure! Anything.” 

“Do you think the bees aeted in response to the stories you told them?” 

“Maureen?” I laughed and shook my head. “You’re going to learn all about 
the Loweountry. You’re not in Tennessee anymore.” 

“That’s for sure, but you didn’t answer my question.” 

“Okay, here’s what I think. I thi nk there is no seientifie proof anywhere, in any 
written reeord, that bees ean do your bidding. It’s impossible. They have hive 
mentality, and they only work to preserve the queen and the hive. They ean’t 
deeide, oh, that Sharon is a terrible wreteh who needs to know we’re onto her 
psyehodrama. That’s not what bees do. It’s not their nature.” 



“Okay. But aren’t there bees that kill?” 

“Yes. Afriean bees are super aggressive. But honey bees are sweethearts. 
Anyway, Maureen, you did a really good thing today.” 

“So did your bees,” she said. 

“I know.” 



“Guess what happens to the drone bees? ” I 

said. 

“What? ” Hunter asked. 

“When it cools off in the fall, they get thrown 
out of the hive. ” 


Chapter Twenty-Two 



The Vapors (Part 2) 


When I got home, there was a poliee ear in front of Arehie’s house. I thought, 
Oh, eome on. Really? What was the point of that? I went in our house. Momma 
was in the dining room. She had pushed all the eatalogs and magazines aside and 
was spreading swatehes of fabrie by eolor group. 

“Hey!” I said, eurious to see what she had brought home. 

“Hay is for horses,” she said. 

“Fine. Did you and Leslie have a sueeessful shopping trip?” 

“Well, we got started. It’s a big projeet, you know.” 

“No, I do know!” I said. 

She said, “Well, do you know why the authorities are parked in front of 
Arehie’s house?” 

“Maybe.” 

“Would you like to share?” 

“My bees from the pink hive might have bearded Sharon’s ear with her in it 
when she refused to let Tyler go to his own birthday party.” 


She smiled wider than I had seen her smile in years. 

“I see. Isn’t this a pretty shade of green? Very dramatie,” she said. “And 
you’re leaving out some details, I think.” 

“Maybe.” 

“Why don’t you get your poor old mother a glass of tea and we ean ehat for a 
few minutes.” 

“I’d be delighted to,” I said. “Where’s Leslie?” 

“In her room, on the phone with Charlie. What else is new?” 

I poured two glasses of ieed tea for us and just as we sat down, the doorbell 
rang. I knew it was the poliee. Hopefully, someone I knew. It was. 

“Well, hey, Ted,” I said with a big old innoeent smile. 

“Hey, Holly,” he said with a smile to mateh mine. 

I’d seen him at Publix. We had gone to high sehool together. I used to let him 
eopy my biology homework. He was a hottie then and he was still a hottie. His 
blue eyes were almost translueent. Like me, he never dated anyone baek then. 

“Come on in. I was just getting ready to have a glass of ieed tea with Momma. 
Can I pour a glass for you?” 

“That would be awfully niee. Today sure was a hot one.” 

Ted followed me to the kitehen where Momma sat, waiting. She looked at him 
suspieiously. 

“It sure was,” I said. “Global warming’s here. Almost a hundred degrees in the 
shade.” 

“Hey, Miss Katherine. How are you doing?” he said politely. 

“Hey, yourself, Ted Meyers. Sit down. It’s too hot to stand.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said and took a seat at the table. 

There was an awkward silenee that hung in the air like something sweet and 
sour. 

“So? What brings you to our door, Ted?” I said, plaeing a glass in front of him 
on a paper napkin. “Would you like a sliee of the remains of Tyler’s birthday 
eake?” 

“Sure, thank you. Who says no to eake?” he said and then eleared his throat. 
“It seems we had an ineident with your bees this afternoon.” 

“They were bearding from the heat,” I said. I slieed a pieee of eake and put it 
on a plate, handing it to him with a napkin and, of eourse, a fork. 

“Sorry?” he said. 

“When the temperature in the hives goes over ninety-three and a half, some of 
the bees go hang out somewhere else to let the hives eool down. Then they go 
home and some others leave.” 

“And it’s ealled bearding?” 



“Yeah, kind of a funny term, isn’t it? Sugar?” 

I pushed the sugar bowl toward him and watehed him load four spoons of 
sugar into his glass. I gave him an ieed tea spoon. He’d be stirring that mueh 
sugar until next week if he wanted it all to dissolve. 

“Mrs. MaeLean told me she was swarmed.” 

I sighed as wearily as I eould muster. 

“Mrs. MaeLean is as erazy as a low-flying loon,” Momma said under her 
breath, just loud enough for us to hear her. 

“Momma!” I said in moek horror. “Ted, I’m not surprised. But of eourse, she’s 
dead wrong. Lots of people don’t know the differenee between swarming and 
bearding.” 

“Can you enlighten me? I’m just a poliee offieer, you know, keeper of the 
peaee. You’re the beekeeper.” 

I laughed a little, trying to keep it light. 

“Sure. When bees swarm they make a loud roar. My bees were quiet. That’s a 
sign. Also, swarming oeeurs in the spring. Not the summer. I just ehanged the 
bottom of the hive to a sereen to give them more ventilation. They’re happier 
now.” 

“She elaims that the bees swarmed her ear, eausing her to beeome hysterieal.” 

“That she got hysterieal is her own mental problem. For the most part, honey 
bees are harmless.” 

“She had to take something and lie down.” 

“She lies down a lot,” Momma said. “That’s how she hooked Arehie.” 

“Momma!” 

“Sorry,” she said. 

Ted smiled and I blushed. 

“She says you eaused the bees to swarm her in retaliation for her putting Tyler 
on restrietion and refusing to allow him to attend his birthday party beeause he 
ealled her a bad name.” 

“Good Lord, Ted! Did you hear what you just said?” 

“I know.” Ted smiled at me. “And I said it with a straight faee. Good, right?” 

“You always were the best aetor in the whole dang sehool. I think I’ll never 
forget you singing “Maria” in West Side StoryT 

“Somebody eall Holl3rwood,” Momma mumbled. 

I kieked her under the table and eut my eye at her. 

“Well, thanks. Holly.” He ate the last of his eake. 

“Anyway, she ealled me a bad name, and did I get to put her on restrietion?” 

“She did?” Momma said. “What did that Jezebel eall my daughter?” 

“She said I was a freak, a menaee to soeiety, and that she was going to sue me 



for a million dollars.” 

“She said that? I ought to go over there and slap her faee!” Momma said. 

“Oh, Momma, she was just being erazy,” I said. But I did love it that Momma 
defended me. 

“Where in the world did Mr. MaeLean find this new wife of his?” 

“An online Transylvanian dating app,” I said. “Listen, she’s not from here, 
you know? She doesn’t understand the first thing about nature or ehildren. It’s 
pitiful.” 

“No, she’s not a Loweountry girl. That’s for sure. Still, I have to ask, is there a 
way to keep the bees away from her? Apparently, she’s terrified of them.” 

“That’s her mental problem, not mine, but I’ll mention it to them when I eheek 
the hives in the morning,” I said. 

“Tell all the palmetto bugs to get off the island while you’re at it, okay?” 
Momma said. “And to take the eoyotes with them.” 

“You bet,” I said. 

Ted laughed at that and stood to leave. I walked him to the door. 

“Thanks for the eake and the tea,” he said. “Did you know they made me the 
interim ehief?” 

Our ehief of poliee on the island had retired at the end of last year. 

“No! I had not heard that. Congratulations!” 

“Yeah, they got a seareh going, but my hat’s in the ring, too. You never know.” 

“That’s right, you never know. Wow, wouldn’t that be wonderful?” 

Ted had always been a dignified guy, very smart and not impetuous. I thought 
then that he would make an exeellent ehief of poliee. There was nothing bubba 
about him. 

“It sure would be.” 

We stood on my top step, looking toward Arehie’s house. 

“That woman’s a nightmare, Ted. Between us, that is.” 

“Yeah,” he said. “Doesn’t take mueh to get her all worked up, all right. Your 
momma’s still a eharaeter, isn’t she?” 

“Oh, she’s that and a whole lot more.” 

Why was he so slow to leave? 

As though he read my mind, he said, “Well, thanks again. I’ll be seeing you 
around the island, I guess.” 

“Anytime,” I said and slipped by him and baek into the house. 

“Hey, Holly?” 

I turned baek to him. 

“You think you might like to go see a movie sometime?” 

“I might.” 



“Well, now I know where to find you.” 

“Hey, Ted?” 

“Yeah?” 

“How’s the eompetition for the job of ehief?” 

“I don’t know. Probably stiff. I mean, who wouldn’t want to live on Sullivan’s 
Island?” 

“Sometimes I wonder about that,” I said. “Well, listen, if we ean do anything 
to help the proeess along, just let us know, okay?” 

We waved to eaeh other and I went baek inside. I had a thought then that 
maybe he had a very good ehanee of getting the job. Why not? He’d been doing 
it for months an3rway. Pretty long interview, I thought. 

Momma was still in the kitehen and now Leslie was there, too. She was 
starting supper. That was one of the niee things about her return, having help in 
the kitehen. 

“So what’s new with Charlie?” I asked. 

“You wouldn’t believe it,” Leslie said. “He’s got it in his mind that sinee he’s 
got a private seamstress, aka Momma, that she ean make Christian Siriano- 
esque eostumes for him.” 

“Who’s he?” I said. 

“I guess you don’t wateh the Osears, huh? So he wants her to eome out to 
Vegas, see a few shows, and get inspired. He’s going for it. Momma. Beeause of 
you!” 

“I guess I’m going to spend my evenings in Las Vegas with a whole lot of 
Liza Minnellis,” Momma said. “I’m going to lose my mind.” 

“You’ll have a blast!” I said. “Just do it.” 

“Have you taken leave of your senses?” Momma said. 

“Absolutely not,” I said. “Here’s what I’ve been thinking. A while baek, I 
eame to the eonelusion that what we need in this family is more fun. Months and 
years are slipping away, and none of us are getting any younger, you espeeially. 
Momma. And what are we doing? I was thinking maybe we should take up 
bingo.” 

“Bingo,” Momma said, as flat as a paneake. 

“Yeah, that was before this opportunity popped up,” I said. 

“Let me understand where you’re going with this,” Momma said. “It’s either 
bingo or Vegas?” 

“No,” I said. “Listen, didn’t you tell Charlie if he was going to do this, he’d 
better be the best?” 

“Yeah, Momma,” Leslie said. “You did say that.” 

Momma fidgeted around in her ehair, and I eould feel a grumble eoming on. 



“Yes, uh-huh, you sure did,” Leslie added. 

“So, Momma?” I said. “The same goes for you.” 

“What do you mean?” she said. 

“I mean, you don’t even know what the eompetition looks like!” I said. “How 
ean he be the best anything if he doesn’t have the best-informed support team?” 

“All right,” Momma said. “You’re right. You win. Leslie? You eoming with 
me?” 

“Of eourse!” Leslie said. “Charlie’s flying us out and putting us up. He’s even 
bought you a portable sewing maehine and he’s having a form made.” 

“I’m assuming the form will have breasts?” Momma said. “And that he’s 
doing something about foundation garments that will eompensate?” 

“I’m sure he is,” Leslie said. 

“Good grief,” I said. 

“Paek your hearing aids and your swatehes!” Leslie said. “Las Vegas, here we 
eome!” 

This new aspeet of our family life was still something of a ehallenge for me. 
But when I thought about it, we’d all eome a long way sinee the eat jumped out 
of the bag and into the spotlight. Maybe I was too old-fashioned for my own 
good. But when I thought about Momma in Las Vegas going to these types of 
shows, impersonators at the top of their game, I wondered just how eye-opening 
it would be for her. She was about to beeome a woman of the world. She sure 
eouldn’t wear her sweats with the kittens on them. Momma was going to have to 
buy a few things for herself, too. And meanwhile. I’d just be here, on the island, 
keeping bees and mooning over a married man and his erazy-as-hell wife. Or 
would I? 



“One of the things that amazes me about honey 
bees is how they all take care of each other. 
They ’re selfless. They feed the queen, they hunt 
and forage for each other, they take turns 
guarding the hive. Amazing. ’’ 

“They’re like you. Miss Holly, ” Tyler said. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 



Bee Have 


It took about a dozen trips to Chico’s and Belk’s for Momma to get some kind 
of a presentable wardrobe together, which Charlie, bless his heart, paid for. Then 
Robin Harris at Stella Nova gave her a haircut and highlights that were beyond a 
transformational experience. I barely recognized my own mother with makeup 
on. 

“Momma! You look like a total babe!” I said. 

“Oh, go on now with your foolish talk,” she said, and as the good Lord is my 
witness, she blushed. I would’ve thought her blushing mechanism dried up 
decades ago. 

“Doesn’t she look amazing?” Leslie said. 

''She is the cat’s mother,” Momma and I said in harmony and laughed a 
genuine laugh. 

We looked up Christian Siriano online and printed quite a few of his costume 
sketches for reference. And we looked up and printed pictures of every major 
female impersonator in the business for inspiration as well. 


“We’re going to need a resouree for exotie feathers,” Momma said. “And did 
anyone find a wig maker?” 

“Charlie’s got a wig person. Look, he sent me some pietures last night. Look.” 

I looked at them, too. These weren’t normal wigs. They were beyond Marie 
Antoinette. Way beyond. 

“Wow,” Momma said. 

“I know, right?” Leslie said. “Crazy!” 

So Momma and Leslie flew to Las Vegas with light hearts and heavy bags. 
Reportedly, Charlie eouldn’t wait for them to arrive, and to demonstrate his 
enthusiasm, he pieked them up in a streteh limo with a bottle of Veuve Cliequot 
ehampagne and Lalique flutes. When I spoke to them, even Momma was giggly 
with exeitement. 

“We’re going to our first show tonight! I ean’t wait! Oh, Holly! You have to 
see this plaee to believe it! You’re in Franee, Italy, and Egypt all at the same 
time! You’re going to have to eome for a visit!” 

Momma hadn’t produeed that many exelamation points in one statement in all 
her life as far as I knew. 

“Maybe one day,” I said. “You two have fun, okay?” 

I had zero interest in Las Vegas. 

Later that night, the pietures started eoming, and they were almost 
unbelievable. I’d never seen so mueh glitz and glam. Literally, everything was 
shiny. Every building, every eolumn, every fountain, and boy, there were a lot of 
those. There were mirrors ever3rwhere. Women in stiletto heels—most of them, 
in faet. High-end retail stores were ever3rwhere, ones I’d only ever heard of in 
magazines. And then there were the female impersonators. Holy whopping hell! 
You eouldn’t make this stuff up. They were the faneiest, most glamorous, most 
artfully aeeessorized impersonators you eould even imagine. Boas. Headgear 
that ranged from demure faseinators to tribal headdresses. Gowns of gold and 
silver lame with burnouts, and jewels? Diamonds like door knoekers. Ropes of 
gorgeous pearls. Tiaras fit for true royalty. Their makeup? Airbrushed and 
flawless. The pageantry of it all was intoxieating. Momma’s eyes must’ve been 
spinning in her head. Eeslie had to be giddy and Charlie so happy to have them 
there and espeeially to be on good terms with Momma again, beeause she was 
going to put him on the map. 

And, just to be elear, neither Charlie nor anyone in Eas Vegas had ever heard 
of matte finish. 

I was sort of enjoying my peaee and quiet, and I had no idea when Momma 
and Eeslie were eoming baek. I should have known the peaee wouldn’t last too 
long. The next morning I was eleaning up my breakfast dishes and I heard the 



front door open and slam shut. 

“Miss Holly! Miss Holly! Where are you?” 

It was Tyler and Hunter, of eourse. 

“In the kitehen!” I ealled baek. 

“I just ean’t take it anymore,” Tyler said and burst into tears. “We ean’t stay 
long beeause she just went to CVS.” 

“I ean’t take it, either,” Hunter said and started to ery. 

“Come here, you two.” I put my arms around them and let them ery it all out. 
What had happened? When I thought they were winding down, I said, “All right, 
now. Tell me what’s the matter.” I reaehed for a box of tissues and gave them 
both a eouple. “But first, blow!” 

They blew their noses and their breathing gradually returned to normal. They 
handed me their tissues and I threw them in the garbage. I poured two glasses of 
apple juiee and put them on the table in front of them. 

“Okay, sit down at the table and talk to me. What’s going on? It’s a gorgeous 
day and you both should be outside! Why aren’t you over at Matthew’s 
swimming? Or down at the playground?” 

“Beeause she won’t let us. Her parents and her aunt and unele eame on 
Sunday and she didn’t like how we behaved. We’re on restrietion again! We 
didn’t do anything wrong. I promise! We didn’t!” 

“All Tyler did was ask her old aunt if she had brought him a birthday present. 
And she didn’t. And so we both got in trouble.” 

I notieed suddenly that Hunter had some pretty good-sized bandages on his 
shins. These were not ornamental. And his elbows had huge bandages on them, 
too. 

“What happened to you?” 

“I fell off my bike,” he said. “And it hurts, too. I hurt ever3rwhere.” I thought 
he was on the verge of tears, but he just sighed with so mueh sadness, I prepared 
myself for a terrible explanation, beeause this was all wrong. 

This was a kid who eould ride a bike with no hands. And turn eomers. As we 
all said, he was part monkey. The hair on the baek of my neek stood up. I knew 
intuitively I wasn’t getting the whole story. 

“Want to tell me what really happened?” 

They looked nervously at eaeh other and didn’t answer me. 

“Okay, Tyler. Let’s move on to you. What’s going on?” 

“Sharon just did something that was so terrible.” He stopped and looked at 
Hunter. “We have to tell Miss Holly, Hunter.” 

“What did she do?” I said. 

Hunter still wasn’t talking, but he nodded eonsent to Tyler. 



“I’ll tell her. Hunter was riding his bike, see? But when she told him to stop 
and eome inside, he took off as fast as he eould.” 

“Beeause there was no reason why I shouldn’t be riding my bike!” Hunter 
said. “It’s summer!” 

“She did room inspeetions and didn’t like Hunter’s. It wasn’t perfeet enough 
for her. So she took his bike away until his room passed inspeetion.” 

“I’m not even six years old! I ean’t ehange the sheets! It’s too hard! I ean’t 
reaeh the washing maehine buttons and I ean’t read what they say anyhow! And 
the vaeuum eleaner is too heavy for me!” 

“Inspeetions?” 

“Yeah, she says she didn’t marry our dad to be a personal maid to us.” 

“An3rways,” Tyler said, “she jumped in her ear to follow him to make him get 
off the bike. She pulled around in front of him. Hunter didn’t have time to stop 
and so he flipped over his handlebars and got all eut up on the road. I saw the 
whole thing happen.” 

“She didn’t even say she was sorry,” Hunter said. “She said next time. I’d 
listen to her, wouldn’t I?” 

“Does your father know about this?” I asked. 

“No. He only knows what she said,” Tyler said. 

“She told him a lie. She said she followed me and got there just in time after I 
fell off my bike,” Hunter said. 

“She didn’t say it was her fault that he had the aeeident in the first plaee,” 
Tyler said. 

This was a elear ease of reekless endangerment of a minor, and who knew 
what else? 

“I hate her guts,” Hunter said. 

“Me, too,” Tyler said. “It’s like living with the devil. My little brother 
eould’ve been killed! What if he had landed on his head?” 

Tyler wasn’t wrong. 

“Okay, what would you boys like me to do? Would you like me to tell your 
father your side of the story?” 

“Yeah, but she’ll kill us if she finds out we told on her,” Hunter said. 

“Nobody’s killing anybody,” I said. 

“We won’t get out of the house until sehool starts!” Tyler said. “And Dad 
doesn’t listen to us anymore!” 

“We’ll see about that.” 

“He just goes along with whatever she says,” Hunter said. 

I believed them, and any fool eould see they had no advoeate. These boys 
needed family therapy. So did Arehie and Sharon. 



“Let me talk to your father,” I said. “He listens to me. Sometimes.” 

They drained their juiee and put their glasses in the sink. 

“Thanks, good luek,” Tyler said. “Things are really terrible. Miss Holly.” 

“I hear you, sweetie. It’s going to get better.” 

They literally ran home in fear that Sharon would eome home from the 
drugstore and diseover them missing. And why had she left them home alone, 
an3rway? I was tempted to tell Ted. They were still too young. Surely Sharon 
knew that. 

The more I thought about it, the angrier I beeame. I went out to the apiary to 
eheek on the bees’ water supply and, of eourse, laid the whole story at their 
fiizzy little feet. Not just the pink hive, but the other two as well. I was talking to 
myself all over the baekyard. What the hell was the matter with Arehie? And 
what was the matter with her? Eventually I eame to the eonelusion that I’d talk 
to Arehie. If he didn’t want to hear it. I’d take it to Ted. This was too important 
to let slide. 

I waited for a time when Cruella de Ville’s ear was gone and Arehie’s ear was 
there, and boldly, I rang his doorbell. He answered and invited me inside. 

“No, I think it’s better if we speak where we ean’t be heard. Why don’t we sit 
on your poreh?” 

“Sure, okay.” He eame out onto the poreh but made no sign that he intended to 
sit. Instead, he erossed his arms over his ehest and leaned against the banisters. 
“Maybe I’d rather stand. I’ve been sitting all day, grading essays.” 

“There’s something I have to talk to you about, and I don’t think you’re going 
to want to hear it.” 

“How eould that be?” 

“You know your ehildren love me, don’t you?” 

“That goes without saying,” he said. “They adore you.” 

“As I do them. And I hope you know that I would never tell you something 
taken out of eontext to exeuse or to enhanee anyone’s innoeenee or guilt, right?” 

“My God, Holly! Get to the point.” 

“Okay, here it is. Sharon eut Hunter off with her ear and that’s what eaused his 
aeeident. Not the other way around, that he had an aeeident and she arrived to 
save him.” 

“Oh, eome on now. Holly. She wouldn’t lie to me.” 

“Really? Okay. I’m not going to go into this any further. But you ought to 
know, Arehie, this is endangerment of a minor. I’m not going to stand around 
while these boys are in harm’s way and do nothing about it.” 

“Why are they in harm’s way? Beeause Sharon’s trying to make them 
responsible for eleaning their rooms?” 



“Archie, Hunter and Tyler can’t read the washing machine buttons.” 

“Then all they have to do is ask for some direction,” he said. 

“And if they get home at five minutes after five, do you really think they 
should be denied dinner?” 

“That’s a bit too much, I agree,” he said. 

“And should she really turn the lights out when they are in the shower?” 

“She was just trying to make a point about using too much hot water.” 

“What if they slip and fall in the darkness? Do you know what percentage of 
head injuries come from bathroom accidents?” 

“I suspect more come from football,” he said. “Look, I know Sharon’s a rough 
taskmaster, but this house has never been cleaner. Even the dining room table is 
cleared.” 

“Your house might be clean, but your boys are miserable.” 

“Why in the world would they be miserable?” 

“They feel they are being distanced from you, and they sure as hell don’t feel 
loved by her.” 

“Holly, that’s quite a mouthful.” 

“Yeah, it is. Can you imagine what it would be if I filled in the details?” 

“It wouldn’t be a story I’d relish hearing about my new wife. I’m sure. But I 
will be more vigilant and I will try to give the boys more time.” 

“Why not have a boys’ night once a week? Give them a chance to talk to you 
without her there.” 

“Not a bad idea.” 

He looked at me in such a way that I could tell he was absolutely unconvinced 
that I had told him the truth about Hunter’s accident. 

“You don’t believe me about Hunter and his bicycle accident, do you?” 

“Look, I think you are very well intentioned. If I didn’t know you had genuine 
feelings for my boys. I’d be furious right now. And I’m not. Not a bit. And I 
think my boys are on a mission to get rid of Sharon, for whatever their juvenile 
reasons might be.” 

“Okay, I’ve said my piece. Good luck to you, Archie.” 

“Hey! Why are you saying good luck like there’s something terrible 
looming?” 

“Because there is something terrible looming, Archie. I feel it in every one of 
my bones.” 

“Really?” 

“Look, she’s accusatory, self-absorbed, defensive, judgmental, petty, 
dishonest, and unkind, so I don’t like Sharon, your boys don’t like Sharon, Leslie 
doesn’t like Sharon, and even my momma doesn’t like Sharon. The bees don’t 



like her and even the seagulls don’t like her. None of us, the humans that is, see 
this situation improving. We all see it as going downhill. So good luek.” 

“I see. So are you saying you don’t want to sit for my kids in the future?” 

That was his biggest eoneem? 

“I would never say no to doing anything for those boys. And you know it. But 
sit for them? I wish they lived with me. And so do they. Figure it out, Arehie. 
You’ve got a tieking bomb on your hands, beeause this is only going to get 
worse unless you step in.” 

“Look, Holly. You’re a niee girl. You mean well. But you should never 
assume to know how things really are under someone else’s roof.” 

Don’t eondeseend to me, bubba, I thought. 

“That’s right. And you’re a niee boy.” I thought. Think about that one, old 
man. “Unless a person is absolutely eertain things are way off kilter, it’s always 
better to mind your own business. And I am absolutely eertain.” 

“Well, you’ve given me a lot to eonsider,” he said. 

This entire eonversation was all in one ear and out the other. 

“Arehie, I’ve known you sinee the day the boys were bom. We’ve never had a 
serious differenee of opinion.” 

“Are we having one now?” he said and had the audaeity to smile at me. 

“Yeah, we are. You may think this is a joke, but no, sir, it is not. We’re having 
a huge differenee of opinion.” 

I walked down his steps, aeross the road to my house, and went inside. I sat 
down at the kitehen table and had a long-overdue ery. After about thirty minutes, 
I lifted my head to see my bees, bearded on the window sereen over the sink. 



Suzanne said, “Do you know there are about a 
thousand people living underground in Las 
Vegas? They’re in tunnels. ’’ 

“No way, ’’ I said. 

“Way, ’’ Charlie said. 


Chapter Twenty-Four 



Leslie, the QB, and 
Vegas 


There would be no grass growing under our feet. Momma and I didn’t waste a 
moment in getting down to business. In the first few days we were in Las Vegas, 
we found a fabrie store and bought a bolt of muslin, shears, thread, tailor’s ehalk, 
and everything else she would need to get started. There were sketehes of 
eostumes taped all over the walls of Charlie’s dining room, whieh was now 
transformed into a pattern and sewing room. Momma measured and remeasured 
Charlie from one end to the other, noting everything on a legal pad. 

“I love your apartment, Charlie,” Momma said, while hooking up the baek of 
a bustier we’d bought to give Charlie a bit of eleavage. 

“Why, thank you. It’s just for now, but the view of the desert is quite niee. 
Espeeially the sunsets.” 

“You’re getting too skinny,” Momma said to him. “There’s not enough meat 
on your bones to aehieve the desired effeet.” 


“I have to be svelte for this plan to work,” he said. “Ow! That’s too tight!” 

“Pride knoweth no pain, Charlie boy,” Momma said. “Suek it up! I still ean’t 
believe I’m doing this.” 

He was eaught somewhere in between strangulation and suffoeation. 

Charlie looked at me and said, “She’s trying to kill me. You know that, don’t 
you?” 

I knew no sueh thing. 

I laughed and said, “Oh, Charlie. I’m afraid Momma’s right.” 

And did we shop? We found fabulous women’s shoes in Charlie’s size and so 
many wigs we eouldn’t deeide, so we bought them all, and we had an 
appointment with an award-winning eosmetie artist who was going to give 
Charlie a distinetive look. And at Momma’s insistenee, he hired a personal eoaeh 
to work on his dramatie presentations of Cher, Judy Garland, Beyonee, and 
anybody else he felt he might like to lip-syne to. He was good, but he’d have to 
be drop-dead amazing to break into the really big time as he wanted to. 

Momma and Charlie were out shopping again, so I ealled Holly to see how 
she was holding up. She told me about Hunter’s aeeident and the words she’d 
had with Arehie. I was flabbergasted. 

“This makes me absolutely siek inside,” I said to her. 

“Me, too,” she said. “It’s like something really terrible is going to have to 
happen before Arehie will wake up.” 

“Don’t say that,” I said. 

“Here’s what I don’t understand,” she said. “Hunter’s aeeident would’ve been 
the perfeet moment for her to take this banged-up little boy in her arms and say 
she was so sorry. It eould’ve been a turning point for them instead of a hundred 
more nails in the eoffin. But that’s not what she did. This is what happens to 
people who ean’t ever be wrong.” 

“You’re right, of eourse. They always blame the problem on somebody else.” 

We were quiet for a moment. 

Then Holly said, “Something awful is going to happen. I just know it.” 

“You and your premonitions,” I said. “Let’s hope you’re wrong for onee.” 

“I’d love to be wrong.” 

“On a lighter note,” I said, “Charlie is beside himself with all the attention 
he’s getting from Momma and this army of people they’re ealling in to help him 
literally get his aet together.” 

“Is she having fun, too?” 

“Are you kidding? She’s the stage mother for him that she never was for us,” I 
said. “She made me laugh so hard yesterday when we were shopping. She said to 
him, ‘Now, Charlie, remember, the higher the heel, the more flattering it is to 



your calf muscle.’ I thought I’d lose my mind. Can you believe she even thinks 
of things like that?” 

“We always forget that back in the day, the QB was a stunner.” 

“That’s true. She was. Well, Project Charlie is sure resurrecting her.” 

“That’s good to hear,” I said. “So how’s it going between you and Charlie?” 

“That is a much harder question to answer. It’s like, the overwhelming 
majority of drag queens I’m meeting are one hundred percent gay. But Charlie 
says he just wants to be a female impersonator. Gay’s cool, though. Listen, 
whatever Charlie decides he is becoming. I’m still going to love him. In fact, 
there’s an old female impersonator here, Suzanne Velour is her stage name, 
who’s taken a shine to Momma and flatters her so much that Momma’s sort of 
smitten with her. Suzanne bought Momma’s drinks all night last night. And the 
night before.” 

Suzanne Velour was approximately the same age and girth as Momma. They 
acted like they’d known each other all their lives. In fact, anyone who knew 
Momma at all might say they’d never seen her so compatible with someone. 

“Momma doesn’t drink,” Holly said. 

“Well, honey, she was knocking back mimosas like she grew up on 
champagne. An3rway, I imagine at her age she’d be happy with a platonic 
relationship. And, here’s the thing, I suspect I’m headed down that road with 
Charlie, you know, that maybe our job here is to help him step out of the closet 
with his dignity and his relationship with us intact. If that is what he wants.” 

“And if you have a full understanding of the lifestyle, and see it for what it 
really is, that then you won’t judge him?” 

“That and more. I don’t think Charlie wants to see our relationship sour and 
get bitter. And he’s working really hard for that not to happen.” 

“You’re not going to know what’s cooking in his head until he does, so you 
may as well relax and try to have fun,” she said. 

“You know what?” I said. “You’re right! Last night we went to the Miss 
Behave Game Show, which was so hilarious I thought we’d die, and then 
tomorrow we’ve got a reservation at the Drag Supper Club. And we’re wait¬ 
listed for tickets to Divas Las Vegas. I’ll tell you. Holly, this crazy world of drag 
queens and female impersonators and the whole lot of them is a universe unto 
itself. It’s fantasy and drama and humor all rolled into one. And it’s super fun. At 
least, as a spectator, so far.” 

She said, “Send pictures!” 

I promised I would, and we hung up. 

And as day rolled into night, there was plenty to photograph. Sometime in the 
afternoon, Suzanne Velour called Charlie to speak to Momma. They had just 



arrived home with an astounding amount of shopping bags. 

“What?” Momma said. “She wants to talk to me?” 

She dropped all her bags on the floor. 

“You need your own eell phone, Momma,” I said. 

She took Charlie’s phone and I heard Momma say, “What? Italy? But I don’t 
have a passport! Oh! Oh! I see! You had me going for a minute, Suzanne. Yes, I 
think we ean be ready by eight. That was my new friend, Suzanne. She’s taking 
us all out tonight. She said we should get gussied up. What does getting gussied 
up mean in Las Vegas?” 

“It means, get faney!” I said. “I’ll do your makeup, if you’d like.” 

“Well, someone had better take over for me. All I’ve got is a bottle of Oil of 
Olay and a Chapstiek,” she said. “But I have those Eileen Fisher blaek silk 
pajama pants with the tunie. Maybe we ean dress that up.” 

“Oh, Momma,” Charlie said. “Don’t you worry! We’re going to have you 
looking like a queen!” 

“That’s what Holly and I eall her, you know,” I said. 

“That’s right,” she said. “You girls!” 

“Aetually, Momma, we eall you the QB, for queen bee.” 

“I’ve heard you two mumble it,” she said, obviously pleased instead of irked. 
“I think I kind of like that name! Although I have a very small kingdom with 
very few minions.” 

“Well, you’ve got us and Holly, and I’d say that’s not a bad start,” Charlie 
said. “Now let’s get you dressed!” 

“Charlie?” I said, with some trepidation. “Are you going out tonight as 
Charlie or Charlene?” 

“I don’t know,” he said. “Do you have a preferenee?” 

“Why don’t you try Charlene?” Momma said. 

Please someone eome and get my dead body off the floor. 

“Beeause if Suzanne shows up in drag then we’re just having a girls’ night 
out!” the now and forever QB said. 

“That’s hilarious, QB! I love it!” Charlie said. 

As he applied his own makeup, he began to gradually and ever so subtly wade 
into the waters of Charlene’s personality, whieh I’d notieed he did from time to 
time. The ehanges were extremely subtle. There would be more expressive hand 
gestures, more gentility, and a different posture. I had to say, I liked Charlene 
just as mueh as Charlie. Charlene was merely Charlie eompletely relaxed and at 
home with himself. Charlie with his guard down. Charlie in perfeet humor. But 
also Charlie exuding eonfidenee. Were these ehanges so odd? When I put on 
new shoes or had my hair blown out by a pro, I felt more eonfident, too. So what 



was the big difference? The whole world of female impersonation fascinated me. 
Well, Charlie fascinated me, probably because I loved him so much. This whole 
new aspect of him was incredible. 

By eight o’clock we were all set to go out for a night on the town. Charlie had 
decided on a cosmetic transformation instead of a complete change. 

“You know,” he said, “I have a few things for the stage but not a lot for dinner. 
So, I’m thinking this black shirt and pants with ballerina flats, lots of bangles, 
and this scarf tied like this.” He stopped and looked in the mirror. “Dear Lord! I 
look like that old dame Anita Bryant in the orange juice commercials from a 
thousand years ago!” He quickly untied the scarf and tossed it on a chair. “I need 
a little black dress.” 

“What is your problem?” Momma said. “You’re beautiful!” 

He looked in the mirror again. 

“Wasn’t it Coco Chanel who said to ditch one accessory before you walk out 
of the door?” He said. “Or was it Wallis Simpson?” 

Would a straight man know this? I asked myself this, knowing the answer 
was, who’s to say? 

Suzanne rang the doorbell promptly at eight. 

“Hello, lovelies! Our gondola awaits! Don’t you look chic. Miss Katherine?” 
she said to Momma. 

“You may address me as Queen Bee, or Miss QB!” the QB said with the most 
mirth I’d ever seen her show in my entire adult life. “Are we ready, ladies?” 

“We are,” Charlene/Charlie said. 

We stepped outside. Suzanne drove a 1960 convertible Cadillac. It was jet 
black and as long as a city block. The rear end featured shark fins, and its 
interior was white leather with red piping. It was a treasure. 

“Wow!” I said. “What a fabulous car!” 

“Thanks, honey. She’s my fave. I got her from Jay Leno.” Suzanne touched 
her fender with tenderness. “Okay! Our first stop is the Venetian! I have a 
reservation for us at Sushi Samba. You’ll love it. It’s absolutely divine.” 

“Sushi?” Momma said. 

She wouldn’t eat raw fish on a bet. Suzanne sensed Momma’s concern. 

“There’s also Bouchon or Morels if you would prefer,” she said. 

“Oh, that’s okay,” Momma said. “I’m sure there’s something on the menu for 
me.” 

And off we went into the night. 

We gave the car to the valet service and entered yet another world. The lobby 
of the Venetian was unlike anything I’d ever seen, even in the movies. Opulent 
would not begin to cover it. The Uffizi Gallery in Florence was a total snore next 



to this. The ceilings were indescribably high, vaulted, painted with murals, 
trimmed in gold; there were mirrors ever 3 rwhere, fountains, and, of course, the 
Grand Canal, complete with gondoliers. Whew! Momma and I were simply 
dumbfounded. 

“Holy Michelangelo, Batman! We’re not in Gotham anymore!” Momma said. 

We stopped dead in our tracks and looked at her. 

“Momma? Did you just make a Batman joke?” I said. 

“It’s a good one,” Suzanne said. 

“Thank you,” the QB said. 

Charlene and I exchanged looks of surprise. It seemed that Momma’s younger 
personality, the light and carefree one, might have been resurrected. 

We found the restaurant and were taken to our seats immediately. Suzanne 
ordered sake for all of us. 

“Don’t let this stuff fool you,” she said. “It’s potent.” 

The menu at Sushi Samba had just about everything in the world on it. A lot 
of it could have been written in Greek, unless you ate Japanese food frequently 
and knew the terminology. 

Suzanne said, “Why don’t I just order for the table and everyone can help 
themselves to some of everything?” 

We all said that sounded fine to us, as Suzanne had been coming here for ages. 
So she quickly began to rattle off our order to our server. She ordered edamame 
and Berkshire pork belly ramen to begin. Next, she ordered toro, hamachi, unagi, 
udama, and uni. Those were all various creatures coming to us straight from the 
sea. Then she ordered some traditional rolls and two kinds of tempura. 

“You must be very hungry,” said our waiter. 

Suzanne twisted up the side of her mouth and looked at him and said, “Yes, as 
a matter of fact. We are.” 

The food began to arrive, platter after platter. 

“It’s too pretty to eat,” Momma said. 

“Oh, darling,” Suzanne said. “Take a picture with your iPhone and just dig 
in!” 

I pulled mine out and recorded the moment for posterity. And I snapped 
pictures of Charlene, the QB, and Suzanne. 

The warm sake was replenished over and over. 

With just a little coaxing from Suzanne, Momma ate tuna sashimi and loved it. 

“How come I never knew about tuna . . . what do you call this?” she said, and 
I laughed. Momma’s eyes were being opened to the larger world, bit by bit. 

“Sashimi,” Charlene said. 

“No more calls,” Suzanne said. “We just lost a virgin.” 



Momma gave Suzanne the hairy eyeball. And Suzanne burst into laughter. 

“I love a woman with some spunk!” 

“Delieious,” she said and turned to me. “I’d like a pieture of me eating this. 
Do you think you ean manage that?” 

“That sounded pretty harsh, darling,” Suzanne said. “Is everything all right?” 

“It did?” Momma said. Then she turned to me and said, “I just want to 
remember this night and I began to panie that after dinner it would all be over. 
I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay. Momma! Smile big! Charlene, you and Suzanne get in the pieture, 
too! One, two, three!” I elieked the button a few times. 

“The night’s young. Miss QB,” Charlene said. 

“And miles to go before I sleep!” Suzanne said. 

“Robert Frost?” Momma said. 

“Whose woods these are I think I know . . . ?” 

Suzanne reeited the whole poem “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” 
and Momma fell in love a little more. 

“Miss QB? Here’s another fun faet. Every single day of the year sixty 
thousand pounds of shrimp are eonsumed in Las Vegas. That’s more than the rest 
of the eountry eombined!” Suzanne looked from faee to faee, seeking a bit of 
aeknowledgment. 

“Oh, please,” Charlene said. “Suzanne wins every trivia night eontest in 
Nevada!” 

“Yes, I do!” Suzanne said. “Ask me anything.” 

“Tell us the weirdest thing you’ve ever heard,” I said. 

“Hmmm,” she said. “That’s a tough one. Okay, here’s something. How about 
in 1980, they had to suspend a buneh of hospital workers for betting on when a 
patient would die? And a nurse was aetually arrested for murder, having killed a 
patient so she eould win? How weird is that?” 

“That’s out there,” Charlene said. 

“If that’s not the work of the devil, what is?” the QB said. “Is there more 
sake?” 

“Yes, but the larger question is,” Charlene said, refilling Momma’s eup, “do 
y’all want to ride the gondola down the Grand Canal indoors or outdoors?” 

We finished all the sake and almost everything else, paid the bill, and made 
our way to the gondola passenger station. 

“Thank you, Suzanne. That was absolutely fantastie!” 

“Not exaetly Shem Creek, is it?” I said. 

“No. It’s another world,” Momma said in agreement. 

Suzanne bought tiekets for us, and after a few false starts and more than a few 



promises to save her if she fell in, we finally got the QB into the gondola, too. It 
was doing some serious wobbling. But then, to be honest, Suzanne was no 
skinny Minnie, either. 

“I thought we were going to lose you there for a moment,” Suzanne said. 
“Come on now, sit right here next to me.” 

As we drifted along the Grand Canal, Momma was strangely quiet, but 
smiling, and she seemed awfully happy. She was probably half in the bag, I 
thought. 

“What are you thinking about?” I heard Suzanne ask Momma. 

“I’m thinking this is my wildest dream, exeept I’m alive and in it, and how in 
the world would we top this?” 

“Well, there’s the zip line on top of the Rio Hotel at the Voodoo. I was 
thinking we eould knoek baek a eouple of Witeh Doetors and go for it,” Suzanne 
said. 

“Witeh Doetors?” the QB said. 

“House eoektail,” Charlene said. 

“Zip line?” the QB said. 

“Yes, they put you in a harness four hundred feet above the ground and then 
you jump off the roof and go thirty-three miles an hour for a third of a mile. 
When it stops, you return to the roof faeing baekward,” Suzanne said. “It’s lots 
of fun and very safe.” 

“You must be as erazy as every devil in hell to do something like that,” the 
QB said. “I think I’d rather just drink a Witeh Doetor. That sounds more sensible 
to me.” 

We all laughed at that. 

“They have another eoektail that’s really famous,” Suzanne said. “It’s ealled 
the Love Potion.” 

“Is Suzanne gay?” I whispered to Charlene. “Beeause he’s aeting very 
straight.” 

“Suzanne? Oh, no! He’s totally straight. He’s just a female impersonator, like 
me. He always wanted to be the next Dame Edna. But then, who doesn’t?” 

More than a few people, I thought. 

“Yeah, well,” I said, eertain then that I had seen it all, “the next Dame Edna is 
kissing on your mother-in-law!” 

And the QB was loving it. There was no one I eould tell who would believe it. 



“Okay, so here’s a really fun bee fact. Honey is 
nectar that has been chewed and regurgitated 
over and over! ” I said. 

“Ewwwww! Bee barf! ” Hunter said. 

“That’s right, ” I said. 


Chapter Twenty-Five 



Gone Boys 


Little boys are fragile ereatures. In our soeiety we rear them to rise above 
emotional outbursts, to be the stronger sex, to bravely go to war, even though 
women make up about 20 pereent of our armed forees now. But inside their 
hearts, all small humans are the same—tender and sweet and in need of just as 
mueh guidanee in forming values and learning manners, and for someone to 
shape their ambition, hear what’s on their heart, and do something about it. They 
are just trying to navigate their way into the world, and it’s impossible to do it 
alone and do it well. Children need advoeates. 

The terrible truth of Tyler and Hunter’s new reality was that they had no 
advoeate. Sharon, in a short span of time, had moved into their lives and 
manipulated everyone in sueh a way that any disagreement about the slightest 
thing was deemed a betrayal and punished. 

There was too mueh sadness in them, and Arehie refused to see it. And with 
every passing day those boys eame to me, I eould see their zest for life 
diminishing. I would try to eheer them, but eventually I realized it was to no 


avail. They could not be cheered. They had all but stopped complaining about 
Sharon because they said they knew nothing was going to change. 

They were at my house while Sharon and Archie went shopping for a new 
mattress. Had they already worn out the one they had? 

“I’m just trying to get through the summer. Someday, I’ll never have to see 
her again,” Tyler said. 

“I can’t even look at her,” Hunter said. 

“Have you had a boys’ night out with your dad?” 

“We were supposed to, but then she found some reason why he couldn’t go,” 
Tyler said. 

“Oh, who cares?” Hunter said. “He’d rather be with her an 3 rway.” 

“You know, boys,” I said, “it’s not unusual for newl 3 rweds to want to be alone 
a lot of the time.” 

“That’s not the problem. The problem is there’s no room for us,” Tyler said. 

“No, the problem is,” Hunter said, “we’re not welcome.” 

“That’s absurd,” I said, having heard enough. “And I have to tell you, I don’t 
think it’s true. It may be somewhat true on certain days in certain situations, but 
it can’t be entirely true. If it was, you’d be heading to a boarding school.” 

“So now you don’t believe us?” Tyler said. 

“Tyler? You both know I love y’all from the bottom of my heart, don’t you?” 

They said, “Yeah, we know.” 

“What I’m seeing from where I stand is different than what you see. I see that 
you are having a really terrible time trying to adjust to your dad’s marriage. And 
I see that you both are looking for solutions and can’t find them. It’s not an 
unusual problem, do you know that?” 

“Not really,” Tyler said. 

“Yeah,” Hunter said. 

“Well, we need a solution, because I can’t take your unhappiness much 
longer,” I said, and then thought it probably wasn’t the most empathetic thing I’d 
ever said. “What’s your plan for this weekend?” 

“Nothing,” they said. 

“Okay, so why don’t I call Maureen and see if we can’t go over for a swim or 
all of us maybe go to a movie?” 

“Okay. If she’ll let us go.” 

“77/ ask her. So, for now, do y’all want to make milk shakes?” 

That perked them up, and I said a little prayer of thanksgiving. 

“Do you want to scoop the ice cream?” I said to Hunter. 

I didn’t tell him it was frozen yogurt. 

“Yeah!” he said. 



Frozen yogurt, milk, chocolate syrup, ice, and a shot of vanilla went into our 
blender and Tyler flipped the switch. The blender made so much noise, you 
couldn’t hear yourself think. The next thing I knew, Archie was standing in my 
kitchen. When we turned the blender off we turned to see him there. 

“I guess you couldn’t hear me knocking,” he said. 

“Hi, Dad,” Tyler said. 

“You’re right! We didn’t,” I said. “Would you like a part of a chocolate milk 
shake?” 

“Does this mean we have to go home?” Hunter said. 

“I’d love a swallow or two,” Archie said. “I haven’t had a milk shake in 
probably twenty years.” 

Tyler, sensing a good mood in his father, quickly got another glass and said, 
“Then you have to have one! It’s the best!” 

Hunter said, “Miss Holly’s milk shake is better than McDonald’s!” 

I poured a glass for Archie and he took a sip. 

“This is amazing! Why have I deprived myself all these years?” 

“Have a seat!” I said. 

Tyler said, “Give Dad the rest and me and my brother . . .” 

“My brother and !...”! said, correcting his grammar. 

“My brother and I can make another one.” 

“Have at it!” I said. “You know what to do.” 

Archie and I watched as Hunter and Tyler put all the ingredients into the 
blender, covered it, and turned it on. The high-pitched noise was deafening as the 
hard ice was crunched over and over by the blades and turned into snow, 
thickening the shake. When the racket died down, they turned the blender off. I 
got up to help them pour. 

“That’s heavy,” I said. “Let me give you a hand.” 

I poured the creamy shake out into three glasses and refilled Archie’s glass 
with the balance. 

“Well, isn’t everyone having a party this afternoon?” 

We looked up to see Sharon in the doorway. 

“We just made milk shakes. Can we offer you one?” I said. 

“You must be kidding,” she said. “Do you know how many calories are in 
those things?” 

I wanted to say, A simple no thank you would’ve been nicer. But I didn’t. 

“It’s delicious,” Tyler said. 

Sharon looked at him and did not respond. Instead, she took a bite out of 
Archie. 

“I sent you over here to get them and instead I find you here all cozy.” 



“That’s right,” Archie said. “I am enjoying a moment with my boys. Is that all 
right with you?” 

She was so flustered because he didn’t jump up and kiss her behind and grab 
the boys by the neck and drag them out into the street that she turned on her heel 
and flounced out of the house. 

“Bye-bye, Sharon,” I said and gave a tiny wave to the thin air. “See ya.” 

Tyler started laughing. Then Hunter got the giggles. 

Archie looked at me and said, “She can be a little demanding.” 

“Really?” I said. “I hadn’t noticed.” I’d had it with him. I was furious. 

Now Tyler and Hunter became hysterical laughing. 

“Calm down, boys. You’re going to make yourselves sick!” I said. 

Archie stood up. “Well, it’s time to go home and face the music.” 

“Thanks, Miss Holly!” the boys said together. 

I said to them, “You boys run ahead. I want to talk to your dad.” 

They put their glasses in the sink and ran out of the house. 

“So, Archie?” 

“I know, I know,” he said. “Marry in haste, repent at leisure.” 

“Well, there’s that, but I was thinking of something else.” 

“What?” 

“Where is your spine?” 

“What?” He looked very annoyed. 

“Just what I said. You can’t let Sharon continue like this. She’s a tyrant! The 
boys can’t have a milk shake? You should go tell Miss Perfect that they were 
made with skim milk, frozen yogurt, sugar-free chocolate, and Sullivan’s Island 
ice cubes, which might or might not be the most suspicious ingredient.” 

“I’ll tell her.” 

“You’re missing the point, Archie.” 

“What?” 

“Your boys are depressed. They need help. Professional help. I’m not 
kidding.” 

“Oh, come on.” 

“Ask yourself this. Are they enjoying their summer? Who’s taking them 
swimming? Who’s having their friends for sleepovers? Or camping out in the 
backyard? Where’s their vacation?” 

“I think they’re doing fine. This has been a tough adjustment.” 

“My point is this. They’re not adjusting, and I really think that if you can’t 
bring yourself to stand up to Sharon, you need to take them to see someone who 
can teach them coping skills.” 

“Well, I’ll think about what you’ve said.” 



With that, he got up and left. I realized a few minutes after he left that he was 
seething with anger. I had said some outrageous things. I knew that. But if I 
didn’t tell him, who would? Well, guess what? I was seething, too. I went out to 
my yard and saw that my dahlias were beginning to open. They were already 
astonishing. I eheeked my bees’ pans for water. It was as hot as the hinges on the 
baek door of hell. Sometimes late afternoons were more unbearable than midday. 
I refilled the pans and muttered to myself and the bees. 

“This woman is a seourge. She has got to be stopped before she totally ruins 
this family. But what ean I do? Nothing!” 

Later in the afternoon, I turned on my sprinklers and went baek inside. If I 
ever won the lottery I was going to put in an irrigation system. On a timer. 

I went baek inside, and a few minutes later I heard a woman’s voiee 
sereaming. Where was it eoming from? 

I went out to the poreh and realized it was eoming from Arehie’s house, so it 
had to be Sharon. What was her problem this time? 

As I was walking down my steps and toward their house, I notieed a swarm of 
bees returning to the apiary. To the pink hive. Uh-oh, I thought, what were my 
naughty bees up to now? 

I heard a siren eoming in our direetion and assumed the siren was related to 
the sereams, beeause that’s what a smart girl I was. Sure enough, the poliee ear 
arrived and out stepped Ted Meyers. He wore a serious expression. 

He waved to me, went up Arehie’s steps, and knoeked on the door. Someone 
let him in. I waited. About twenty minutes later, he eame out. 

“Hey, Ted!” I said quietly and motioned for him to eome over to my poreh. He 
approaehed my steps. 

“Hey there. Holly. Sure is a hot one, isn’t it?” 

“Sure is. So what’s going on over there?” 

“Well, Arehie’s new wife says that when she went into her bathroom there 
were thousands of bees in there, just sitting quietly all over ever 3 rwhere.” 

“Did you see them?” 

“Nope. Not a one. I don’t know if she sees things or what, but something’s 
definitely wrong over there.” He made a eirele with his finger beside his head, 
the international sign for insanity. “She says the bees are after her, trying to make 
her lose her mind.” 

“That’s not likely,” I said. “Afriean bees might kill somebody, but honey bees? 
Not a ehanee.” 

“I know. I looked up honey bees on the Internet. Boy, you ean find out just 
about anything online these days, ean’t you? An 3 rway, your little eritters are just 
about eompletely benign. And they’re good for flower and vegetable garden 



production. And their honey should help to relieve allergies for other island 
residents.” 

“I feel like I ought to give you a gold star, Ted!” I said and laughed. 

I was relieved to have an ally in law enforcement. I had no idea how crazy 
Sharon might get. 

“I’m off on Tuesday. Want to get some dinner?” 

“Sure. Why not?” 

I had a date. Damn. Oh, my God. I had a date. Yeah, but it was Ted. No reason 
to get nervous there. 

That night, while I was having a glass of wine and making a list of things I 
needed to do, I got a text message from Leslie. 

Send Momma s sweats and her sneakers. She s staying for a while and so am I. Charlie s contest is in 

two weeks and he s not ready by a long shot. News flash! Momma s got a beau. 

Next, a picture appeared in my feed. I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. And 
then came the explanation. 

That s Momma with Suzanne Velour. 

What the hell. Momma? What the hell? 

I texted back. Is Suzanne Velour a woman? 

No, came her reply. She s a heterosexual man who’s a super successful female 
impersonator like Dame Edna. 

Oh, I feel much better, I texted back. 

I laughed. I hoped they both stayed in Las Vegas until they sowed all their 
wild oats. I had enough excitement in my life. And I had a date. 



“Ever hear of a gangster named Bugsy Siegel? ” 
Suzanne said. 

“I think so, ” the QB said. 

“He named his casino the Flamingo after his 
girlfriend, because she had long legs ...” 

“Like a flamingo? ” the QB said. 

“Yeah, like you and me!” 

You could hear them laughing in Arizona. 

Chapter Twenty-Six 



Char 


In the morning, Charlie and I were on his tiny terraee enjoying a eup of eoffee 
and some einnamon rolls when Momma burst through the Freneh doors making 
a very dramatie entranee. 

“Good morning, possums!” she said. 

“I was about to eome and eheek for a pulse,” Charlie said. “Good morning!” 

“It’s good to be alive,” Momma said and gave eaeh of us a peek on the eheek. 

“Come sit,” I said. “I’ll get you a eup.” 

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she said. 

I went inside to the kitehen and got a eup and saueer, a plate and napkin, and 
hurried baek to them. 


“I’ve been giving your aet a lot of thought,” the QB said to Charlie. “In faet, 
I’ve hardly slept a wink.” 

“What are you thinking?” Charlie said. 

“Well, I made it my business to wateh every bit of Dame Edna on YouTube 
and her Web site and anything else I eould dig up, and suddenly I have a mueh 
better understanding of what you’re after. Suzanne’s idea, of eourse,” she said. 

“What do you mean?” I said. 

“Forgive this old bee, but I’ve never given two minutes of thought to the 
differenee between drag queens and female impersonators. I live on Sullivan’s 
Island and the subjeet seldom eomes up in eonversation. But eoming here and 
meeting Suzanne and seeing what you’re doing and then Dame Edna? Honey? 
That guy is the glue that put it all together for me!” 

“Hallelujah!” Charlie said. “He’s making wads of money and having a ball 
while he’s doing it!” 

“But here’s what he’s got that you don’t.” 

“What?” I said. 

Charlie held his breath. 

“He’s got a shtiek!” Momma said. “That’s Yiddish for having your own aet.” 

“I know that,” Charlie said. 

“Aetually, I knew that, too,” I said. 

“Well, Suzanne explained it all to me,” the QB said. “We stayed up watehing 
Dame Edna until I understood what it was I was watehing.” 

“Dame Edna is the gold standard,” Charlie said. 

“Agreed,” Bee said. “Suzanne agrees, too. Here’s the thing. Dame Edna’s 
been entertaining family and friends by dressing up in all sorts of eostumes sinee 
she was a ehild. She has extensive history in theater and film, whieh you don’t 
have.” 

“He was our drum major with our marehing band,” I said, hoping to add some 
eredibility to Charlie’s resume. “And we know he’s a helluva lip-syneer.” 

“These are helpful, but they are not the things that will eatapult our sweet 
Charlie to the big league. But we eame up with something that might.” 

“Well, for the love of all that’s good and holy, spill it!” Charlie said. 

“You lip-syne Cher’s songs, and these are your favorites, eorreet?” 

“Yes,” Charlie said. 

“What if you were her identieal twin sister, who aetually wrote all those songs 
and Cher stole them, having heard you singing them in the shower?” 

“What?” I said. “That’s erazy.” 

“No, it isn’t. Think about it,” Momma said, stirring eream into her eoffee like 
one of Maebeth’s witehes tending the eauldron. “If you have a eharaeter that’s 



only yours, then you can build a shtick around it!” 

“Dame Edna calls her fans possums and refers to her outrageous eyeglasses as 
face furniture,” Charlie said. 

“So what if you compared Cher having sex with Sonny to landing on an 
aircraft carrier?” 

“Oh, God!” Charlie said. “That’s priceless!” 

“Poor Sonny,” I said, envisioning Sonny’s landing in Cher’s Netherland the 
way a small plane is snagged by a wire across the landing deck of an actual 
aircraft carrier. 

“You could say you dated him first,” Momma said. 

“Momma? You’re right!” I said. “There are lots of possibilities of things you 
could drop into a monologue, in between songs, or take little pauses.” 

“Exactly!” 

So, until noon, when Charlie had a block of time reserved with a theater 
coach, we built a character that Charlie felt comfortable enough to become. His 
humor surfaced along with his sense of irony and satire. It was like unlocking 
Pandora’s box, except there were no evils to be released, only humor, and it 
didn’t take long for that humor to become outrageous. 

“Just imagine actually being Cher’s identical twin sister!” said Suzanne, who 
had come by to help, laden with pastrami sandwiches and the best half-sour 
pickles I’d ever had, a rare find in the Eowcountry. “You can have costumes for 
the Sonny stage, the Gregg Allman stage, the Holl 3 rwood stage, the Broadway 
stage ... I mean, you’ve got a treasure trove. But so you know, you’d also be 
seventy-two if you were her twin sister.” 

“Cher is immortal,” Charlie said. “I could be her twin at every stage of her 
life, couldn’t I?” 

“Now you’re thinking like a superstar!” Suzanne said, and we all applauded. 

We gathered at the kitchen barstools, Suzanne helping Momma hoist herself 
up. 

“Wooo!” Momma squealed. 

Suzanne must’ve taken a little grab. 

“Suzanne!” Charlie said. “The QB is still my mother-in-law!” 

“Sorry,” Suzanne said and shook her head to mean no, she wasn’t sorry. 

Momma giggled, something I had hardly ever heard her do. 

“Cher was bom Cherilyn. I could be bom Charlene!” Charlie said. “Oh, I 
knew that was the right name for me!” 

“I think you should go by Char,” I said. “Char! Cher’s Eong-Eost Twin!” 

“Agreed,” Charlie said. 

“Now we’re having real fun,” Momma said. Suzanne winked at her. 



“You know, Cher actually does have a half sister named Georganne,” Charlie 
said. 

“Let’s not confuse the situation with facts,” Suzanne said. “But it’s worth 
noting that one of the reasons Cher has enjoyed such a long, successful career 
hinges on her ability to roll with the times, change with the times, you know, 
reinvent herself whenever it was time to do it.” 

“That’s it,” Charlie said, “and her self-deprecating sense of humor. She had 
perfect timing, and speaking of timing, it’s time for my drama lesson.” 

“I’m coming with you,” Suzanne said. “You need supervision. Let’s lay this 
whole concept on the coach and see where it goes.” 

“Excellent idea,” Charlie said. “See y’all later.” 

They left and I turned to Momma. I had questions, but I wasn’t sure if I 
wanted the answers. 

“I think we should use this time to examine the lyrics of Cher’s top ten 
greatest hit songs and change them to be Char’s lyrics,” Momma said. 

“That’s a stroke of brilliance, but while we have this time alone, would you 
like to tell me what the hell is going on between you and Suzanne?” 

“Baby girl? I’m taking a walk on the wild side!” Momma was beaming from 
head to toe. “I’m breaking loose from all those rules and regulations and 
expectations. I’m a liberated woman!” 

I wanted to tell her she’d done all that years ago. I wanted to say, maybe we 
should think this through a little better. I wasn’t convinced that Suzanne’s 
intentions were sincere. I didn’t even know what Suzanne’s real name was. And 
I wasn’t sure if Momma had a goal in mind, in terms of Suzanne. But I neither 
said nor asked any of those things. 

Instead I said, “Momma? I’m with you, girl!” 

For the next few days, while Momma sewed hippie vests and bell-bottoms, we 
turned Cher’s songs into Char’s music. “Bang Bang” became “Dang Dang.” “I 
Got You Babe” became “I’ve Got Your Babe.” “The Beat Goes On” became 
“The Cheat Goes On.” “Baby Don’t Go” became “Baby Please Go.” We did this 
until we had enough material for thirty minutes onstage. The music was 
interjected with monologues about what it was like to live in Cher’s shadow and 
all the things Cher did that were never supposed to be revealed. It was a hilarious 
act worthy of any small club, straight or otherwise. 

Charlie worked with his coach every day, until he could recite his monologue 
without cue cards. Charlie was becoming so much more than a female 
impersonator. Charlie was a star. Not a megastar, not an icon. Not yet. But a 
budding star. You could smell success all around him. All he had needed was 
guidance and encouragement. Charlie was going places, and all of us were 



brimming with excitement to see where it would lead. And his confidence was 
growing. 

Charlie had become Char. We wanted her to live in character all the time so 
that it would become second nature to her. And she did. 

“The change in Charlie is incredible,” Momma said. 

“Char is a goddess,” Suzanne said. 

“Suzanne? Baby doll? That might be slightly overstating things,” Momma 
said. 

“Bee, baby? She’s gonna be a goddess if it’s the last thing I ever do,” Suzanne 
said. 

“Listen! I’m on the team, okay?” 

While Momma sewed up a blue streak, and Suzanne and I reworked lyrics. 
Char and her drama coach cruised the bars and clubs and made tons of phone 
calls, on a mission to find out when there would be good opportunities for her to 
audition. Finally, they came up with a plan. Char’s first appearance would be in a 
club where many new artists tried out their acts. A date was set. A few solid and 
reputable booking agents were invited to be in the audience without Char’s 
knowledge. 

“I don’t want her to have any more anxiety than she’s already got,” Suzanne 
said. 

“Good call,” I said. 

Suzanne suggested that when Charlie was dressed as Char, we should use 
feminine pronouns and that seemed right to me and to Momma. And now that 
she was Char all the time, she was she all the time. 

The day before her showcase I said to Char, “Okay, you have to do your nails. 
And that includes your feet.” 

“I’ve never worn nail polish,” Char said. 

“I don’t know how you missed it, but now you’re going to, so let’s go.” 

“I’m nervous,” Char said when we were in pedicure chairs in the salon 
Suzanne sent us to. 

“Me, too,” I said. “But you know what? You’re going to be okay.” 

“Easy for you to say,” she said. 

“Look, I’ve thought about this. If the show goes well and an agent appears to 
book you a pile of gigs? Great! If an agent never appears, I still love you.” 

“I love you, too,” she said, and the relief that flooded her was obvious. 

“This is not a contest with an approval trophy from me. Momma, or Suzanne. 
It’s more like a little dream coming true. Don’t let the what-ifs eat you alive and 
take all the fun out of it for you. This is supposed to be fun. Remember that.” 

“What if Cher’s in the audience?” Char said with a nervous laugh. 



“What if Dame Edna’s in the audienee?” 

Realizing that the odds of their making an appearanee were a billion to one, 
my Charlie, soon to be the world’s Char, relaxed again. 

“You’re right,” she said. “I’m worried about nothing.” 

“That’s right,” I said. “You’re worried about nothing.” 

There was one rehearsal in the aetual spaee with the lighting manager and the 
sound engineer. 

“How did it go?” I asked when she eame in. 

“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.” 

The evening of the showease arrived and we went to the elub on the early side 
so that Char would have some time to get eomfortable in the spaee. She wasn’t 
the only one performing that night. There was a ventriloquist, a magieian, a 
voealist, and our Charlie. Char. There would be no eostume ehange for Char, so 
that minimized the stress. 

“How do you feel?” I asked her. 

Char said, “You know what? Strangely enough. I’m pretty ealm.” 

“Good!” Momma said. “You know what. Char?” 

“What?” 

“You’re going to be fabulous. I just know it. The eostume alone should eineh 
it!” 

She was only teasing. But ean we have a word about her eostumes? They were 
amazing. The gowns Momma made were in various stages of eompletion. For 
tonight. Char looked exaetly like Cher had looked in her Sonny and Cher days. 
She wore vertieal-striped low-rise bell-bottoms, a white shirt with billowing 
sleeves, a brown suede vest with long fringes, platform Kork-Ease shoes, and a 
headband worn Native Ameriean style over her long blaek wig, whieh was 
parted in the middle. She had hoop earrings, a long ehain with a eross, and 
bangles on both arms. She wasn’t quite Cher; she was Char. 

Momma had never been more supportive of Holly or of me at any moment in 
our lives than she was of Charlie in that one. But she knew what a ehanee 
Charlie was taking. Either Char had the talent or she didn’t. Even if there was no 
agent present in the audienee, the elub manager had been around long enough to 
reeognize talent. He would make ealls. Suzanne explained that in Eas Vegas, just 
like in Holl 3 rwood, everybody’s in the raeket for all they ean get. So yes, elub 
owners aeted as managers and managers aeted as agents. 

Momma and I found a table and ordered ieed tea. The tired waitress looked at 
us like we were erazy. 

“Y’all never heard of ieed tea?” Momma said and gave her some side eye. 

“I’ll see what I ean do,” she said. 



Finally, Suzanne returned and sat with us. The elub began to fill up for the 
first set and we began to get exeited. 

“You know, when Charlie arrived in Las Vegas,” Suzanne said, “I thought he 
was a lost little lamb.” 

“Not anymore,” I said. 

“Not anymore is right,” Momma said. 

Boy, had this family ehanged with the times, and Momma was all smiles, 
agreeing with everyone all over the plaee. Well, that was Suzanne’s fault. 

“Your mother is a beautiful woman,” Suzanne whispered to me while the 
magieian was pulling searves out of audienee members’ ears. 

“Thanks. Suzanne? What’s your real name?” 

“Buster,” she said. “Buster Henry. Retired military.” 

“No shit,” I said. 

Suzanne smiled like the Mona Lisa and said, “Yeah, no shit. I got siek of 
uniforms.” 

“Okay,” I said. “I ean understand that.” 

“Costumes are more fun.” 

What did it say that in sueh a short period I’d beeome aeeustomed to being 
with this lifestyle that was so foreign to mine? And what about Momma? Her 
transformation from an impossible old erank to a woman of a eertain age with a 
reservoir of juiee worthy of a squeeze was, well, nothing I ever expeeted. I 
wondered what Holly would say if she eould have seen all this. 

We suffered through the voealist who tried to kill our love of musie in general 
with her rendition of “Faseinating Rhythm,” with a truly lame tap routine 
interspersed between lyries. The poor thing was out of breath and someone 
finally gave her a glass of water and helped her off the stage. 

Then the stage went dark as the sound engineer began to play a medley of 
Cher’s musie, one song leapfrogging to another, growing into a ereseendo until, 
boom! The lights eame on and there was Char, baek to the audienee, and as she 
turned she looked more like Cher than Cher. People began to elap spontaneously, 
and Char hadn’t really done a thing. But she had that something, that speeial 
something that stars have. Presenee. Stage presenee. 

“Good evening, everyone! I know what you’re thinking. No, I’m not Cher. 
I’m Char, her identieal twin sister! Isn’t that insane? I’ll bet she doesn’t even 
know she’s got one!” 

The whole elub was totally mesmerized. Even the elub manager leaned 
against a wall to wateh and the bartenders stopped taking drink orders. Char had 
them right in the palm of her hand. 

She explained how her evil twin stole all her musie and said that now, she was 



going to give us the real lyries to “I Got You Babe.” 

She was so damn good, I had tears running down my faee. So did Momma, 
and Suzanne was about to pop out of her eoektail dress, her ehest was rising and 
falling so fast. People were sereaming and eheering, and when the song was over 
there were ealls for more. 

“Encore! Encore! ” 

“Oh, darlin’ little preeious gems! I didn’t eome here with just one story. Do 
y’all want to know who the real tramp in the family was?” Everyone laughed. 
“Uh-huh. You heard it from me! And how about the original lyries to ‘Bang 
Bang’? Are we ready?” The lights went low and Char lip syneed the Cher 
version but they had eut Char’s ehanges into the song so that it sounded like 
Cher singing Char’s song. 

“How did they do that?” I asked Suzanne. 

“I wouldn’t know, but then, there’s a lot of magie out here. Smoke and 
mirrors.” 

When it was all over, the erowd stood and roared with applause and whistles. 
We elapped so hard, our hands stung. 

Momma said, “Well, y’all, a star is bom.” 



“Honey never goes bad. Did you know that? ” I 

asked. 

Ted said, “I want to hear all about honey bees. ” 


Chapter Twenty-Seven 



Ding-Dong 


Ted was picking me up at six. I didn’t have the good sense to be nervous about 
having a date. I just told myself I was going out with a friend, because in my 
mind that’s what he was. Nonetheless, I did all the things to prepare that I’d 
watched Leslie do in our youth. The date ritual. Shower, hair, shave, moisturizer, 
and a measure of cosmetic enhancement. I wore a simple sundress and flat 
sandals that were a natural color. I borrowed one of Leslie’s purses and a spritz 
of her cologne. 

Promptly at six, the doorbell rang, and I wouldn’t say I sprinted to the door, 
but I got there quickly. I didn’t wait the suggested three beats that Leslie did, like 
her three rings on the phone before answering. What was the point in delaying 
the fun? 

“Hey!” I said. “Don’t you look nice?” 

“You, too! Are you ready to go?” 

“Yep! So, what’s the plan?” 

“Dinner at the Shem Creek Bar and Grill, watch the sunset, and then I don’t 
know. We’ll see how late it is, I guess?” 

“That sounds lovely,” I said and locked the door to the house behind me. 

“Great!” he said and held my car door for me, closing it when I was 


comfortably seated with the skirt of my dress neatly tucked under me. 

Ted’s car was precious—a Japanese import, red and loaded with gadgets. The 
lights were on at Archie’s house and yes, I had a moment where I hoped he 
could see me going out with someone. That’s right, Archie! 1 have a date! 

Now, that whole southern thing about gentlemen holding chairs and doors for 
ladies might seem dated to some people, that the fair sex couldn’t manage a chair 
or a door for themselves, bless their sweet little heart-shaped peach kernels. To 
me it said a mouthful of other things—that your momma raised you right, that 
you had respect for women and deferred to them by allowing them to enter a 
home, a store, a restaurant, et cetera, before the man and then to take their arm 
and fold it over yours to ensure steady footing, and finally, it was just a tiny bit 
of refinement that wasn’t hurting anyone and made you both seem like you 
didn’t grow up in a barnyard, even if you did. 

We were passing over the causeway and couldn’t help but notice the water on 
either side was almost even with the road. One more inch and the causeway 
would be a washout. Then, for a moment, I felt overwhelmed, as though 
something terrible was all around me, something as dark as death itself. I must 
have gasped. 

“You okay?” Ted said. 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just sometimes I get these weird premonitions and I have to 
figure out what they mean.” 

“Such as?” 

“Oh, Lord, if I start telling you this stuff you’re going to say, well, now I 
know why she’s not married!” 

“No, I won’t! I love all that spiritual business.” 

“Sometimes it’s useful, but most of the time it’s just ether garbage, floating 
around.” 

“What was on your radar just then?” 

“It was pretty dark, I mean dark like death, and this overwhelming feeling of, 
well, pressure on my chest and not being able to breathe.” 

“How awful.” 

“Must be a full moon,” I said. 

“Yes, tonight is the peak. It’s also when all the nuts come out of the woodwork 
and do crazy stuff.” 

“Like what? Howl?” 

“Exactly. I wouldn’t be surprised if your new neighbor was outside spinning 
around and howling at midnight.” 

“Let me just tell you, Ted. That woman is bat shit crazy, sorry for the foul 
language.” 



Ted threw his head baek and laughed. 

“I love that you’re apologizing for saying a bad word! And, by the way, I 
think she’s probably delusional.” 

I did not tell him that I had seen my bees leaving her house. That they had 
been in her house and that she didn’t make it up. Sharon was not someone I 
wanted anyone to hold in any kind of esteem. 

“I don’t know if she’s delusional, but she does other things that border on 
eruelty.” 

“Really? Sueh as?” 

“She’s made Arehie’s boys miserable in every way she ean.” 

“Why would she do that?” 

“Beeause she’s ineredibly selfish and puts herself ahead of everyone. And she 
never wanted kids.” 

“Whoo-hoo! I touehed a nerve here, didn’t I?” 

“Ted, did you know Carin? Arehie’s deeeased wife?” 

“I didn’t know her, but I knew of her. I mean, I remember that she was very 
pretty and she loved her family. She was always at the oyster roast and she 
deeorated her golf eart with the boys for the Fourth of July parade. Her 
Halloween house was a favorite stop on the island. You know, that sort of thing.” 

“Yes, she did all those things, but Carin was also the most loving mother I 
have ever seen. The loss to these boys is so horrible. And this Sharon is 
Halloween every day of the year.” 

“That’s too bad for the boys. Poor little guys. Give me an example.” 

Then I thought it wasn’t good to talk about Sharon like this. “Listen, I eould 
tell you a pile of stories about Sharon, but it won’t ehange anything.” 

“It might,” he said. 

“It would just be hearsay,” I said. “But it wouldn’t hurt anybody if the 
Sullivan’s Island Poliee Foree kept an eye on her.” 

“I will make a note of that.” 

We pulled into the parking lot of the Shem Creek Bar and Grill and got out of 
the ear. 

“I love this plaee,” I said as I erunehed along the gravel. “Best hush puppies 
ever.” 

“I eould eat a truekload of them, that’s for sure. But I’m partial to those little 
bitty erab eakes they make.” 

“Love them, too! And the oysters! I don’t know where they eome from, 
maybe the May River, but oh, man, I love them on the half shell. Do you love 
oysters? And elams?” 

“I do!” Ted said. He stopped and held me at an arm’s length. “Holly Jensen?” 



“What? What did I say?” 

“Nothing. You’re just a breath of fresh air,” Ted said. “That’s all.” 

“Oh. Gosh. Thanks!” 

We had to wait a few minutes for a table, but then we were seated in the baek 
room over the doek. The restaurant was bustling, as it always was. A waiter with 
a tray loaded with platters of fried seafood passed and suddenly, I was ravenous. 

We were looking at the menu and there were so many great ehoiees, I eouldn’t 
deeide. 

“If I don’t get some food right now I’m going to start erying,” I said and then 
looked up at him. Ted was staring at me. “Not really.” 

“It’s okay. My stomaeh is growling like an idiot and I’m starving, too.” 

“It’s the smell. There is nothing on this planet better than the smell of fried 
shrimp that were swimming this morning.” 

“Exeept for a perfeetly grilled steak,” he said. “I know red meat’s bad for you, 
but oh, momma, there’s nothing better than a big old bone-in ribeye.” 

He had said, oh, momma. Really? Oh, momma? He was definitely a nerd like 
me. I started smiling and thought. Wow, I like him a lot. 

“You know, I make ehieken that’s so good it borders on the obseene, but I 
never really got into grilling.” 

“Well, I’ll tell you what. Next time we get together. I’ll show you how to grill 
a steak to perfeetion, and the time after that, you ean make your badass ehieken, 
pardon the language, and I mean badass in a good way.” 

“Of eourse,” I said and giggled. “But what makes you so sure there are more 
dates in our future?” 

“Beeause I ean tell you like me,” Ted said and grinned at me. “Don’t you?” 

I eouldn’t stop smiling. 

“Maybe,” I said and turned red. “Maybe not.” 

“Okay,” he said. “We’ll see what we see.” 

Our server appeared and Ted ordered two Corona lights with lime and eold 
mugs, and two fried seafood platters, basieally enough food for four people. 

“Beer! What a great idea!” 

“What do you usually drink?” he said. “I’m sure we ean ehange the order.” 

“No, beer’s great. Really! But that’s a lot of food, don’t you think?” 

“So we’ll take it home. Tell me the truth. How eome you’re not married yet?” 

“I don’t know. You’d think someone as eool as me would’ve been snatehed up 
the minute I graduated from eollege, right? How about you?” 

“The same. Did you ever have any serious boyfriends?” 

“Nope. Not one.” 

“How ean that be?” 



“I thi nk I’m too shy or something. How about you and women?” 

“I dated a girl in eollege for a long time, but she and I just wanted different 
things out of life.” 

“Like what?” 

“You’re pretty nosy, aren’t you?” He was smiling, so I knew he didn’t mean it. 

“Yeah, maybe. So tell me what she wanted that you didn’t.” 

“She liked television, I like to read. I like to eook at home. She liked to go out 
all the time. I’m a dog person. She was a eat person. When we went somewhere 
in the ear, she had to listen to the oldies station and sing along with every single 
song.” 

“That’s the worst! It’s like being held hostage and if you say anything, you’re 
the jerk, not them.” 

“Ah! It sounds as if you have some experienee in this area?” 

“Yeah, my brother-in-law.” 

“What’s he like?” 

I leaned baek against the well-worn leather booth and eonsidered his question. 
I wasn’t required to answer every single question in detail, and I liked Ted. So I 
gave it a moment’s eonsideration and threw what I thought was a pretty sassy 
answer out there for him. 

“Ted? When I’m sure you’re desperately and hopelessly in love with me. I’ll 
tell you all about Charlie. In the meanwhile, let’s talk about you.” 

“There’s not mueh to tell, ma’am. Not mueh at all.” 

The waiter delivered our beers and we poured them into our ehilled mugs. We 
toasted eaeh other. 

“I know that you sat behind me in English elass and that you were a sensitive 
young man. I remember your poetry.” 

“Oh, now I’m blushing! My poetry was terrible.” 

“That’s why it’s so memorable!” I laughed and reaehed aeross the table, 
giving him a little push on his arm. “Just kidding!” 

“Oh, Lord,” he said. “Hey, here eomes our food.” 

“Good thing, I was about to faint.” 

“Don’t worry. Holly. I ean give mouth to mouth. It’s all part of the job.” 

Mouth to mouth. Oh, God! Was I expeeted to kiss him? How was that going to 
go? To say that I began to feel some stress would not do my shaking body any 
justiee at all. I was eoming undone. Why hadn’t I gone out with any of the ugly 
boys who’d asked me to go on a date, so I wouldn’t be sueh a newbie? Why had 
I saved kissing a boy until now? He wasn’t even a boy and I wasn’t even a girl. 
We were well into adulthood! 

“Hey, are you okay?” he said. 



“Urn, sure,” I said. “I’m fine.” 

“No, you’re not. You’re all flushed. Did I say something stupid?” 

He reaehed over and put his hand on the baek of mine. 

“No, not at all. I’m the stupid one,” I said. 

“Your hands are like iee. Holly. Tell me what’s wrong. Please.” 

“Oh, hell, I may as well tell you.” I took a deep breath and a big sip of beer. 
“When I told you I’ve never had a serious boyfriend, I wasn’t exaggerating at 
all. In faet. I’ve never had a boyfriend, period. I know that seems erazy, but there 
are reasons why, other than me being pieky and shy. But there it is.” 

It was his turn to lean baek in the booth and take a deep breath. And he got 
awfully quiet for a while. Then he leaned aeross the table. 

“Holly? Are you a virginT' he whispered. 

“Yeah, sorry.” 

“Wait a minute. Don’t apologize for that. Are you kidding? You know, 
sometimes I have night duty and I get the pleasure of riding around the island 
and tapping on the ear windows of eouples engaged in, you know, having sex. 
Can I just tell you how many of those are the same people all the time exeept 
they’re with somebody else?” 

“Good Lord,” I said. 

“Yeah, it sort of eheapens the whole thing, doesn’t it? There’s nothing 
forbidden anymore. People are doing drugs, getting drunk, full of road rage, and 
generally aeting like there are no rules. And those are the people my parents’ 
age! You go on the Internet and there are oeeans of people fllled with hate, 
saying things I’ve never wanted to even think. And to perfeet strangers! I think 
it’s totally gross.” 

“Yeah, it’s pretty disgusting,” I said. “It all makes you wonder what ever 
happened to having morals and integrity. Or kindness. Not to bring up my lovely 
neighbor again, but kindness toward these boys? She doesn’t have an ounee of 
it.” 

“Holly, when I said you were a breath of fresh air, I wasn’t kidding.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, and don’t worry. I don’t have any erazy expeetations.” 

“Well, that’s good, beeause I wouldn’t have the first elue how to meet them.” 

“Can we eat now?” he said. 

“Please! And let’s ehange the subjeet.” 

He had this smile. One that was going to be stuek in my head. And those eyes. 
He had those translueent blue eyes. And he had my number. Boy, did he ever. 

Dinner was so mueh fun. Onee we ehanged the topie of diseussion to other 
things, we found an easy rhythm. He thought my stories about my mother, the 



queen bee, were hilarious, and I thought his stories of the old island residents 
were wonderful. I told him about my stupid job that I loved at Publix and he told 
me about the summer he learned to surf. 

On the way home, we drove down to the tip of the island to look at the sky all 
streaked with red and then purple and then pink and marveled at the power of 
nature and we watehed the sky beeome dark and the stars eome out, eountless 
stars twinkling all around and above us. And yes, of eourse, that’s when he 
kissed me. It was not what I expeeted, but if it had not happened then I knew it 
never would. 

“I knew you eouldn’t resist me,” I said, still trying to eateh my breath. 

“You were right,” he said. “Let’s get you home.” 

When we turned on my bloek at Station Twenty-three, there was an 
ambulanee and a fire tmek at the end of the bloek. My heart was in my throat. 
Had something happened to one of the boys? I eouldn’t bear to think about it. 

“I’m on it,” Ted said and stomped on his gas pedal, sereeehing to a halt in 
front of Arehie’s house. “Stay in the ear.” 

“Okay,” I said. 

Please don’t let it be the boys! I thought and prayed. I waited while he went 
inside and I worried, praying like I had not prayed in my life. 

Soon, two EMS workers eame around from my baekyard with a body in a 
body bag on a gurney. It was an adult. 

At the same time, Ted eame out of Arehie’s house and walked up to the side of 
our ear and leaned inside. 

“Sharon’s dead. They think she was stung to death by your bees. Arehie found 
her in your baekyard.” 

“Oh, my God! That just ean’t be!” 



“Bees gorged with honey are less likely to 
sting, ” I said. “My hives are full of honey. ” 


Ted said, “There’s going to be an autopsy. It’s 
going to be what it is. Holly. ” 


Chapter Twenty-Eight 



Bee Cool 


Ted went baek inside Arehie’s house to be sure Arehie and the boys were okay 
for the night. He told me Arehie was terribly upset and it would be best if I 
stayed in the ear and didn’t make eontaet with them. 

I ealled Leslie on my eell. Leslie put me on speaker. 

“You’re not going to believe what’s happened here.” 

I quiekly told them the story and they were horrified. 

Momma said, “Her family’s going to blame you, you know. Get ready for a 
lawsuit.” 

“Momma! Don’t say that! How ean they sue me? On what grounds? And what 
would they get? Three hundred pounds of honey?” 

Then Leslie told me about Charlie’s huge sueeess in his showease, whieh of 
eourse I was happy to know, but given the weight of the moment, I eouldn’t get 
too exeited. My mind had been raeing while she was going on and on about 
Charlie and Cher and now Char, and I finally had to stop her. 

“Leslie, listen to me. I might be in huge hot water. Sharon’s death might be 
ruled a negligent homieide or involuntary manslaughter, and then what?” 

“Well, then, do what Momma said and get a lawyer. You’re a big girl; eall 


someone!” 

“Leslie, I don’t even know a lawyer.” 

“Well, sister? I’d Google it, then. Let us know what happens, okay?” 

“Sure,” I said and pressed the end button. 

I was shaken. Leslie had not expressed any eoneem or sympathy. But she 
probably had no more of an idea on how to handle this piekle than I did. Maybe 
beeause they were on the other side of the eountry, it didn’t seem real to them. 

I was feeling very alone in the world. Very. Arehie didn’t want to see me? I 
needed a lawyer? What kind? 

The ear door opened. It was Ted again. 

“So,” he said, “there will be an investigation, of eourse. I don’t want you to 
get upset, but you might be implieated. I don’t know how they ean aeeuse you of 
anything, exeept keeping bees that may or may not have turned into a malieious 
private nuisanee.” 

“My bees have never been malieious. And they’ve never been a nuisanee,” I 
said and then reeonsidered. “Okay, they used her ear as an outhouse and they 
bearded her ear, but that’s normal behavior for bees. She did not get stung.” 

“The eoroner most likely will be ealling for an autopsy. In a few days, we’ll 
know whether it was bee venom that killed her or not. I expeet the odds are that 
it was the venom, beeause she was an otherwise healthy young woman.” 

“With a very unhealthy mind,” I said. 

“Listen, Holly, want to be smart? Don’t talk to anyone—from any kind of 
media. And hire a lawyer first thing in the morning. A eriminal lawyer. And 
here’s my number if you need me. You know Darlene, our emergeney 
dispateher? Her husband, Mark, might be able to help. Come on. I’ll walk you to 
your door. And stay away from your bee yard. It’s a erime seene that needs to be 
eombed, and you sure don’t want to be aeeused of tampering with evidenee.” 

I’ll admit, I was in total shoek. How was I supposed to sleep that night? I sat 
by my kitehen window and stared at Arehie’s house for hours. His lights were 
on, too. I wrote a text message to him that said. I’m so sorry. If I ean do 
anything, please tell me. And then I deleted it. If he wasn’t texting me, why 
should I be texting him? I was so eonfused about Sharon’s death. 

Sharon was dead, but Hunter and Tyler were saved. And did my bees in the 
pink hive do it? Had they heard everyone’s eries for help to the point that they 
just deeided to intervene? Had anyone seen what happened? What was Sharon 
doing in my yard in the first plaee? Why wasn’t anyone asking that? Was she 
taunting the bees? Trying to harm them? 

I made a eup of ehamomile tea, hoping it would help me sleep. I went to bed, 
but sleep was not mine to be had that night. I eaught twenty minutes here and 



there, but something would wake me up again. A noise. A foghorn. The sereeeh 
of an owl. The howls of eoyotes as the Loweountry erept toward dawn. Finally, I 
heard the newspaper brush my driveway and I went outside to piek it up. 

There was no sign of life at Arehie’s house. It was seven thirty. I assumed 
Arehie would be taking the day off to arrange Sharon’s funeral, to write an 
obituary, to order flowers, and to do all the things that are neeessary when there’s 
a death. I went baek inside and dropped the paper on the kitehen table. I was 
exhausted. 

My phone rang. It was Darlene. 

“Bad news travels fast, doesn’t it?” I said. “Who did you hear it from?” 

“It eame over the wire from the eall eenter. Are you all right?” 

“I don’t even know the answer to that. But I do know that I need a lawyer.” 

“That’s why I’m ealling. Mark is free this morning, whieh is so weird beeause 
he hasn’t had a free morning in months! But he wanted to know if you’d like 
him to eome over and talk to you.” 

“Oh! Yes! Please! You have no idea how frightened I am by all of this! I’m 
supposed to go to Publix this morning, but I think I’m not going in. I’ll eall 
them. Thank you, Darlene! And tell Mark I said thank you, too!” 

I dressed quiekly and tidied up the house. And I put up a large pot of eoffee. 
The day would be fueled by eaffeine. Then I ealled Publix. 

“Is Andrea in?” I asked. 

“Not until ten,” eame the answer. 

“Well, it’s Holly Jensen. I ean’t eome in this morning. We’ve had a tragedy 
and I have to be home.” 

“Oh! I’m so sorry! What happened?” 

“I am not supposed to eomment. I mean. I’m sorry, I ean’t eomment beeause 
it’s a poliee matter. Anyway, if Andrea has any questions, just ask her to eall me, 
please?” 

“Sure thing.” 

I knew that within thirty minutes every single person who worked or shopped 
at Publix was going to know something big and really terrible had happened on 
the island. And that it had something to do with me. 

The doorbell rang at nine. It was Mark Tanenbaum, Darlene’s husband. He 
was a niee man with age-defying looks, a very sueeessful lawyer and in amazing 
shape for his age, whieh I guessed was somewhere around fifty. 

“Good morning,” he said. “May I eome in?” 

“Please! And thanks for eoming!” He followed me to the kitehen. “Coffee?” 

“Yes, please. Just blaek. By the way, your garden is unbelievable.” 

“Thanks.” 



“How’s your momma?” 

“If I told you, you wouldn’t believe it.” 

“Really? Is that a good thing?” 

“She’s fine. She’s with Leslie and her husband in Las Vegas.” 

I poured two eups and put one in front of him. Then I sat down. 

“Las Vegas. That’s a erazy plaee, eh? We had an ABA meeting out there a few 
years baek. It was like, wow!” 

“That’s what they tell me,” I said. 

He took a small notebook from the ehest poeket of his sport eoat and a pen 
from another. 

He took a sip of the eoffee and said, “This is really good eoffee. Starbueks?” 

“No, Folger’s. This is some mess,” I said. 

“Well, Darlene told me what she heard on the wire, but why don’t you tell me 
what happened in your own words and then we ean see what to do.” 

I gave him the sequenee of events, but I didn’t tell him about the more mystie 
aspeets of my bees or that they might be responding to my pleas for help in ways 
that they eould. It just sounded too erazy. But I did tell him about the bees 
dropping tiny bombs on Sharon’s ear and about them bearding. And I told him 
about Sharon’s personality and how I thought she was way too uptight. And I 
mentioned her strawberry allergy. 

“So it’s elear there was no friendship between the two of you.” 

“No.” 

I told him about my relationship with Arehie’s boys and Arehie and that I had 
been good friends with Carin. I might have mentioned something about Sharon 
being a eomplete paranoid, germophobe, and perfeetionist. Maybe. 

“She wouldn’t let the boys bring library books home beeause they had been 
touehed by other people who might have filthy germs,” I said. 

“Really. Wow,” Mark said. 

“I know,” I said. “Wow.” 

“Criminal law isn’t really my area of expertise, but until we’re sure you need 
one. I’ll represent you on the house. I’m not going to stand baek and wateh an 
old island family’s daughter get pushed around, and that’s what happens if you 
don’t have legal representation. I don’t think any eharges have been filed, but I 
will stay on it and find out.” 

“Oh, Mr. Tanenbaum, I ean’t tell you how mueh I appreeiate this.” 

“Call me Mark. Mr. Tanenbaum is my dad.” He smiled and I thought. What a 
lovely man. “In the meantime, talk to no one. Do not give a statement to the 
poliee or the press or say a single word on soeial media, understand? As far as I 
ean see it, I don’t think any erime has been eommitted here.” 



“Good. Mark? Why was she in my yard?” I asked. 

“I don’t know. No good reason I ean thi nk of. Did anyone see her?” 

“I don’t know. I was out on a date with Ted Meyers.” 

“No kidding. Well, in your best interest, I’d say no eanoodling with him, 
either, until this is all sorted out.” 

“That’s a shame,” I said, thinking, I finally have a fish on the hook and I have 
to release him? 

“Look, Holly, you don’t want to get into a he-said, she-said thing with the 
ehief of poliee, temporary or not. Basieally, from here on in, I speak for you. 
And I think for you. Here’s my eard. You ean text me or eall me any time of the 
day or night, but please, if it’s possible, let me get my beauty rest.” 

I smiled then and said, “Mark? Am I in trouble?” 

“I don’t think so. I think you should relax until I let you know otherwise. 
Holly, I’m an old-sehool lawyer. I like to see all the faets and then we go from 
there. So far, we don’t have all the faets.” 

“Will you tell me what you find out?” 

“Absolutely. As soon as I hear something, you’ll be the very next to know. I’ll 
eall the eoroner’s offiee this morning. Now, I’ve got to go to the gym. I’ve got a 
young wife, you know what I mean?” 

“I’m pretty sure I do,” I said and laughed. I felt so mueh better. “Thanks, 
Mark.” 

I walked him to the door and as I glaneed at my baekyard, I notieed erime 
seene tape ever3rwhere and three men in bee suits walking around, looking in the 
bushes. 

“Mark! Wait! What’s all that tape and who are those men?” 

“They would be erime seene investigators investigating a would-be erime 
seene. Don’t worry about them. They’re aetually on our side.” 

“Okay,” I said. I wasn’t so sure. 

“I’ll eall you later,” he said. “And stop worrying. You’ll get wrinkles.” 

I smiled. He was aetually pretty sweet. 

“Thanks.” 

I stretehed out on the sofa thinking I might eateh a nap. I eouldn’t tell you how 
mueh time went by, but when I woke up, it was dark outside, well past the 
eoektail hour, and Arehie was at my door. He didn’t ring the doorbell, he was 
just ealling my name, like Stanley ealling Stella in A Streetcar Named Desire. 

I got up to let him in and he stumbled into my hallway. 

“Arehie? Are you a little bombed?” 

“I’m impaired. I won’t deny it.” He blinked his eyes as he struggled to foeus 
in the light. “Can I have a moment of your time?” 



“Of course,” I said and looked outside to be sure he wasn’t being followed by 
television cameras. The coast was clear. “Would you like some coffee?” 

“Prolly not a bad idea,” he said. “Oh, hell. Holly. I’m a widower againV" 

I began walking toward the kitchen. 

“Yes, and you know you have my condolences, Archie.” 

“Yeah, yeah. Listen, I know you didn’t think much of Sharon.” 

“It doesn’t matter what I thought of her,” I said. 

I filled a filter with ground beans and the well of the coffeemaker with water 
and flipped the switch. 

“Of course it matters!” he said. “It matters what you think and it matters what 
my boys think. And I didn’t listen to anybody. And now she’s dead. I must be 
some kind of a bad luck charm.” 

“That’s crazy talk.” 

When the coffee was done, I filled a mug and sat down at the table with 
Archie. 

“Thanks,” he said. 

“Drink up,” I said. “So, is there a plan in place for a funeral?” 

“Yeah, her family is planning it. They don’t want any input from me.” 

“Hmm,” I said. “I know what that’s like.” 

“Right? Holly, I’ve treated you awfully bad, and my boys, and I’m sorry.” 

“Who’s watching the boys?” 

“That woman Maureen has them both at her house. She’s got that kid Matt?” 

“Are they spending the night there?” 

“Yes.” 

That was good. His sons didn’t need to see him as drunk as a dog. 

“I’ll call her. I thi nk you should be getting on home now. Tomorrow’s 
probably going to be a tough day, okay?” 

“Okay. You’ll call Maureen?” 

“Yes, I’ll call Maureen.” I stood up, a message that this visit was ending. “I’ll 
walk you out.” 

“Thanks. Thanks for the coffee. You’re a nice girl. Holly. Did I ever tell you 
that?” 

“Thank you, and yes, I think you’ve said it before. Now let’s get you up.” 

“Okay, I’m going.” 

Somehow, by God’s grace, he got to the front door and left. I called Maureen. 

“Maureen? Hey! It’s me. Holly. Y’all okay?” 

“Yes, and what a terrible thing. I mean, nobody liked her, that’s for sure. But, 
damn! Death from a thousand bee stings? How awful!” 

“Is that the story going around? Well, here’s something we don’t know. Maybe 



it was the bees, maybe it wasn’t, but I ean’t imagine that many bees would 
saerifiee their lives to get rid of her. And if it was bees, and she was allergie, it 
would only take one. The queen is the only honey bee without a barb on her 
stinger. She might have done it, but I doubt it, beeause she doesn’t ever leave the 
hive exeept to swarm. Swarming season ended months ago. So I guess we’ll see 
when the autopsy eomes baek. And when they examine the findings in my yard. 
If it was my bees, there’ll be eareasses all over the plaee.” 

“Are you pissed about something?” 

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe. I’m just waiting for the morning papers. Give 
me a shout if you need me.” 

I was sort of pissed that my bees would take the blame when, if her death was 
the result of bee stings, they were probably only defending their hives. That 
finding, blaming my bees, eould lead to passing laws against beekeeping in 
residential areas, whieh would be a terrible thing. 

“You do the same,” she said. 

I went baek out to the front of the house to loek up for the night and notieed 
that my hammoek appeared to have an oeeupant. It was Arehie. He’d made it 
past my front door but not down the steps. It was a warm night. I took a pieture 
of him with my iPhone and sent it to Mark. I just left him there. Hopefully, by 
the time I got up in the morning, he’d be gone. 

I had a moment then to refleet on how many nights I’d gone to sleep wishing I 
was in his arms, and I thought I wasn’t so sure about that dream anymore. I 
wasn’t so sure about anything. 



Chapter Twenty-Nine 



Strut Yo Stuff, Sugah 


I was waiting for Char to come out of the bedroom, where she was trying on 
Momma’s latest creation. It was sensational in muslin, which was phase one to 
making a custom gown as complicated as the one Momma and Charlie had 
designed. The entire gown was first constructed in muslin, an inexpensive fabric, 
to be sure it draped properly. So if it looked good in eheap muslin, I eould only 
imagine what it would look like in eelery green metallie lame. 

I was so surprised by what Holly said, and I knew I didn’t respond with the 
right amount of eoneem. She must think I’m a eoldhearted biteh. I wouldn’t 
blame her. Sometimes I was one and I knew it. I don’t know why she irked me 
so. Okay, yes, I know why she irks the ever-loving hell out of me, and when I 
tell you why, you ean add petty and judgmental to the long list of my poor 
qualities. 

My little sister was a martyr. I don’t know why she always aets like she’s 
being perseeuted, but she does. She doesn’t want to stay home with Momma? 
Well, Momma ain’t home, so honey, go on, go over the eauseway and go get that 
life you’re always mumbling about not having. And even if Momma does eome 
home, there’s no one keeping you looked in, is there? Well, to hear her tell it, she 
was going to be blamed for Sharon’s death, whieh was absurd. 

And she’s afraid of her own shadow. She’s never even had a parking tieket, 
mueh less a speeding tieket. The only people she’s really eomfortable around are 
generally under five feet tall. Go figure that one out. Exeept for Arehie. 

And this stupid toreh she’s been earrying for Arehie? He’s not even that 
interesting, if you want my opinion, unless you are all hung up on the history of 


religion, which I am not. Although he was soon to be on the market again. 

Sharon was dead? Found in our yard? It didn’t make sense. I’d call Holly as 
soon as I had a little time and see what the whole story was. But hey, ding-dong, 
the witch was dead. A cause for discreet celebration to be sure. 

The bedroom door opened and Char stepped out into the living room. 

“Wow!” I said. “Just wow!” 

Celery green was definitely her color. 

“You look like a movie star!” I said. 

“Thanks!” Char said. “I love that it shimmers when I walk. Watch.” 

Char sashayed through the living room to the front door and back to the 
bedroom. 

“I hate to tell you this,” I said. “But this apartment is no longer worthy of your 
star power.” 

“As soon as I have my own little club, we’ll move,” Char said. “Your mother 
is Christian Siriano!” 

“I’m happy with it,” Momma said. 

“You should be,” I said. “Wait until Suzanne sees this!” 

I still could not believe that Katherine Jensen and Suzanne Velour, aka Buster 
Henry, USMC, Ret., were a number. Do you think the ladies of the Stella Maris 
Altar Society would understand? Approve? It was just such a long jump from 
lying in her bed, picking at Holly over every little thing, and satisfying her 
longings with catsuits. And by catsuits, I don’t mean the kind Lola Falana made 
famous representing Tigress perfume a thousand years ago. I mean the fleece 
variety with kittens all over them. 

And now she was designing and making spectacular costumes for Char. Talk 
about a 180: she was simply not the same woman. I couldn’t see her ever living 
on Sullivan’s Island full-time again. Not after this. Side note? She was also the 
happiest I’d ever seen her. Maybe Suzanne was just so outrageous, which she 
was, that Momma couldn’t resist. Who knows? An 3 rway, I wasn’t about to 
suggest a return date to the Lowcountry for either one of us. 

Momma seemed more tired than usual. She had purple circles under her eyes. 
Her spirits were high, but her energy seemed a little tapped out. But then, we 
were out every night, doing one crazy thing or another. We went to see a show 
called Le Reve, which is this underwater tango that’s about true love versus dark 
passion—a hard choice if ever there was one. We’d been to the Burlesque Hall 
of Fame, we’d played miniature golf at a Kiss-inspired course and shot our golf 
balls through Gene Simmons’s head, and we’d had a tour of the Neon Boneyard. 
Pretty exciting stuff for a couple of home girls from the Lowcountry. 

There had been a scout in the audience the night of Char’s showcase. And 



don’t you know, Char had been quiekly pieked up by the William Morris 
Endeavor ageney. Now she had professional representation. Naturally, they had a 
huge legal team to go over eontraets and a bookkeeping department to keep the 
elubs and easinos honest. Well, at least the elubs and easinos would be honest 
with Char. Suzanne predieted that soon Char would have a big-time manager and 
a ehoreographer who would help her shape a more professional and polished aet, 
maybe give her a live baekup band. As soon as the word hit the streets that there 
was a new talent in town, all these folks would be eoming out of the woodwork. 
They would offer so mueh more than Suzanne eould provide, more by a 
ridieulously wide margin. And Suzanne would eonelude that she was just happy 
to have been a part of the launeh. 

“You know,” Char said yesterday, “having my own orehestra would be my 
dream eome true.” 

“With a horn seetion?” 

“I was thinking xylophone and maybe strings?” 

“A retro aet, like Duke Ellington and Lionel Hampton?” 

“Exaetly!” 

“Hmmm,” I said. “That’s something to work toward.” 

All the shows and elubs we’d been to were so overenhaneed with digital 
images and digital musie and erazy lighting that it all looked and sounded a bit 
like the same eleetronie mix. Something retro might be new, if that made any 
sense. 

His first gig was at Divas at the Linq. 

“No point in starting small,” Suzanne said to Char. 

We had seen the show one night and it was mind blowing. Frank Marino was 
the emeee of the best show of female impersonators in Las Vegas. Divas Las 
Vegas. He was a speetaeularly handsome man but a wiekedly funny and 
beautiful Joan Rivers. And he had the widest variety of the most talented 
impersonators in Las Vegas. What set Char apart was that she wasn’t trying to be 
Cher. Cher impersonators were a dime a dozen, like Elvis impersonators. Char’s 
fietitious life as Cher’s long-lost identieal sister gave her a ereative edge of 
authentieity over just a regulation female impersonator, if there was sueh a thing. 

And as the day wore on, I eouldn’t stop thinking about Holly. What if she was 
really in trouble? Momma was taking a nap. Char was in rehearsal, so I finally 
had some free time to eall her. 

“Holly? I ean’t get you out of my mind. Are you okay?” 

“Well, until they get the results of the autopsy baek, it’s unelear. But it’s not 
my fault if my bees swarmed her. How eould it be? I mean, it’s not like bees take 
orders.” 



We were quiet then, beeause we both knew she talked to her bees the way 
other people talk to a therapist. 

“It’s not like anyone eould prove it,” I said, “even if you did. My sister, the 
bee whisperer.” 

“And there’s no preeedent. I eheeked. I mean, her parents eould file a eivil 
suit. You ean sue anybody over anything. Here’s the thing: even though this is 
not my fault, I still need a lawyer.” 

“This is some world we live in, isn’t it?” 

“Sometimes, it’s a little unbelievable. How’s Momma?” 

“She’s having the time of her life. She’s sewing like mad, and laughing all the 
time with Suzanne, her friend, who’s taking her all over town.” 

“Unreal,” Holly said. 

“Is there a funeral for Sharon?” 

“Not until the eoroner releases her body.” 

“We want to send flowers,” I said. “Do you know when that might be?” 

“Nope. But it was in the Post & Courier this morning. Anytime there’s a 
poliee investigation, it’s in the paper.” 

“Did the poliee eome to you?” 

“I was on a date with the aeting ehief of poliee when it happened.” 

“Ibw had a date?” 

“Yeah. Stranger things have happened. Ted Meyers, a guy I went to high 
sehool with. He’s really niee.” 

“I might remember him. Holly? Do you need me to eome home?” I said. 

“Absolutely not. My friend Darlene, her husband is a lawyer and he’s 
handling it so far.” 

“Okay.” 

“Really, I’m fine. If I wasn’t. I’d tell you.” 

“Have you seen the boys?” 

“No, only in passing but not to talk to. I’m keeping myself busy. Don’t worry. 
There’s not a weed in our entire yard.” 

I was eertain that was true. Holly took all that energy of hers and spent it rage¬ 
gardening and on her bees. It bordered on obsessive behavior. And sometimes it 
surprised Momma and me to admit it, but the honey from her hives was the best 
honey we’d ever tasted. It just had a sweeter and smoother flavor. Holly said it 
was beeause of her herb garden, that her bees loved the pollen and neetar from 
rosemary and thyme when it was in flower. Holly was insistent that her bees’ 
favorite herbs and flowers had everything to do with the honey’s flavor. Momma 
and I just let it go and ignored all the bee faets she tossed around, beeause, you 
know. Holly was a little odd and neither one of us really wanted to fight over 



every single thing beeause she didn’t like to fight like we did. Momma and I 
eould disagree about something and then go on about our business, agreeing to 
disagree on whatever the argument was about. Holly would earry the 
disagreement on her heart like irreparable sear tissue, a wound that would eut her 
tender spirit into ribbons. And that’s why I was worried about her. I had my 
issues with my marriage, to be sure, and I’m sad to say they seemed to be 
growing. I was happy for Charlie to be Char and I was amazed by her talent, but 
as I had long feared, the more she beeame Char the less appealing she was to me 
as an intimate partner. What was I going to do? Leave Momma with Suzanne 
and go home? To what? 

Momma got up from her nap and found me on the patio, drinking ieed tea and 
just daydreaming. 

“Oh, hey! How was your nap?” 

“Truth? I don’t feel so well. I think I’d better go home.” 

“Momma! Sit! What’s happened?” 

“I just feel bloated and I don’t know what that means. And I’m worried about 
Holly.” 

“She’s fine. Momma. I talked to her.” 

“She’s my daughter and I know her better than she knows herself. I’ve 
eompleted three gorgeous gowns for Char. Char is fine. Holly is not fine. And 
neither am I.” 



“Drones have no stingers. So they can’t defend 
the hive, ” I said. 

“That’s awful, ” Tyler said. 


Chapter Thirty 



Bee at Peace 


I couldn’t believe how annoyed Char was with me when I told her I was taking 
Momma back to Charleston. 

“Momma doesn’t feel well, Char,” I said. “And I’ve got a bad feeling that 
Holly’s in trouble.” 

“You’re my wife! You can’t just walk out on me again! I thought we’d 
reached an understanding.” 

“You understand what you ’d like me to accept, but you don’t understand that 1 
just can’t bite into this thing like a Krispy Kreme donut. I love you. Char, I 
always will. But, and I can’t believe I’m going to say this, this whole lifestyle is 
too erazy for me. I wish you well, you know I do. I have to take eare of my 
family now. Someone has to take eare of them.” 

“So that’s it? Good-bye? After all we’ve been to eaeh other?” 

“It’s good-bye for now. You know Momma had a bad report from the doetor. 
If she’s not feeling right, she should go and see them. She has not eomplained 
onee sinee she got her diagnosis. If she’s eomplaining now it’s for a reason.” 

“Yes, but I have my opening this week. I need you here for good luek!” 

“I want to, but my mother needs me, and I ean’t believe you’d say something 
so selfish.” 


“Okay, you’re right. That was beneath me. So, if it turns out that the QB is all 
right, will you eome baek?” 

“I ean’t promise that now,” I said. “You know that.” 

“Leslie, we have a problem,” she said. 

“Oh? Is there news?” I said. 

“Look, Leslie, I ean feel it. You’re not attraeted to me, physieally, when I’m 
Char.” 

“Yes, that’s true. But I do love you.” 

“Well, sinee this is a time for truth telling, I guess you should know I’ve 
always been happier as a woman.” 

“In my heart. I’ve known that for a long time,” I said, knowing this was 
finally the end of us. “But it’s important for both of us to be happy. Don’t you 
agree?” 

We hugged then and we both ehoked baek tears. 

“It’s okay, Charlie. It’s okay.” 

“I know I’ve disappointed you,” she said, “and I’m sorry. So damn sorry.” 

“Char? It’s okay, baby. Just go be the biggest Char you ean be! And I’ll—^well, 
I guess I’ll always be your biggest fan.” 

We hugged again until we were both okay and then Char, not Charlie, was out 
the door. My heart was a little heavy, not too terribly erushed to bits, beeause 
being with her during this time had shown me what I already knew on instinet. 

Char left to go work on her aet with her drama eoaeh and a speeial produetion 
manager from the Divas. Now they were ineorporating old film elips of Sonny 
and Cher behind her as she performed. Her aet was growing into something a lot 
more sensational than any of us had imagined that it might. And quiekly. But her 
new produetion manager said that Char was taking to the stage like the 
proverbial duek to water, and he saw no reason not to go all out for Char’s debut. 
Naturally, Char was thrilled, as we all were. 

But I had to get baek to Charleston, and forgive me if I sound like Holly, I just 
had a feeling that the sooner I got home, the better. I just felt a nagging pull, way 
down inside of my gut. And as any old salt will tell you, when the Loweountry 
ealls you home? You had better go. 

When Suzanne got word we were leaving, she eame by. She was very upset, 
too, so I tried to explain to him the whole story about Holly and the bees and 
Sharon and Arehie and the boys. And about Momma’s health. 

“Honey, if you ean elean up that mess, you ean negotiate lasting peaee in the 
Middle East.” She just shook her head and said, “Where’s your momma? I want 
to talk to her.” 

Momma was in the bedroom, paeking. I watehed as Suzanne knoeked lightly 



on the door and heard Momma say she should eome in. The door was elosed for 
a long time. Meanwhile, I got flights for us for the following day and deeided to 
paek as well. 

Suzanne eame to my room and said, “I talked to the QB. Get her home and 
eall me, okay? I want to know what’s going on. And if you need me. I’ll eome in 
a heartbeat. You hear what I am telling you? A heartbeat!” 

“I promise. I will.” 

I looked at her and realized her eyes were filled with tears. When I saw 
Suzanne upset, I began to ehoke up. 

“I’m seared for her,” she said. 

“Me, too,” I said and put my arms around her, giving her a solid hug. Then we 
sat down together on the end of my bed. “Char’s mad with me for leaving.” 

“Oh, she’s a big old brat if ever there was one. Don’t worry about her. I’ll 
straighten her out.” 

“I think we’re all done.” 

Suzanne just patted the baek of my hand and nodded her head. “It’s all going 
to be okay. Now, may I drive my favorite ladies to the airport?” 

“Oh! That would be so niee,” I said. 

“I love you girls, you know? I really do.” 

“Oh, Suzanne.” 

“I’ll tell you what. You and your momma put on your best dresses and I’ll take 
you to Morels Steakhouse over at the Venetian for a niee dinner tonight. My 
treat. Tell Char if she ean rip herself away from the full-length mirrors to eome 
and join us.” 

I giggled then. It was true. Lately, Char was finding mirrors to be fairly 
irresistible. 

“We might have made a monster,” she said. 

“We may have done just that,” I said and thought about Suzanne’s generosity. 
“This is so niee of you to take us out. I’ll miss you. Momma will miss you more, 
of eourse, but I’ll miss you a lot.” 

“I’m not going to know what to do with myself when y’all are gone.” 

“She’s even got you saying ‘y’all,’ ” I said. “And you want to know 
something erazy?” 

“Sure.” 

“I’m using all feminine pronouns with Char, as I should. At least I think I’m 
supposed to. And I’m using them for you, too, but it doesn’t feel right.” 

Suzanne laughed so hard then, I thought she’d have to sit down and eateh her 
breath. 

“Leslie? You may eall me however and whatever pops out of your mouth. I 



know this crazy world of Las Vegas isn’t like home. And I know you both love 
me to death. And I love both of you to death. People are too screwed up over 
being politically correct all the time.” 

“Thanks, Suzanne. Momma and I feel like a couple of country bumpkins next 
to all this glamour.” 

“Well, don’t. I think you’re fabulous!” 

At eight that night we were seated at a gorgeous table in Morels. The QB 
ordered lobster, I ordered a small filet mignon, and Suzanne and Char ordered 
rib-eyes. 

“I never have lobster,” Momma said. “I just never think to order it.” 

The truth was she never went anywhere where lobster was on the menu. In 
fact, she seldom went an 3 rwhere at all. 

“The queen should have lobster every single night if she likes,” Suzanne said, 
smiling at Momma with all of her heart. 

“And champagne?” Momma said. 

“Darling, you’re the queen bee,” Suzanne said and touched the back of 
Momma’s hand tenderly. “And the queen will always have champagne if that is 
what she wants!” 

“Agreed!” Char said. 

Sometimes, there’s a sixth sense that kicks in when someone around you is 
deathly ill, and it seemed to me that Suzanne was acting on that instinct. It didn’t 
matter. We would know soon enough. The Doctors of Death at MUSC would tell 
us. But all that was to be on another day. I sat back in my chair and looked at the 
four of us. What a foursome we were! Char had certainly been a wonderful host. 
And Suzanne, too. Suzanne and Char could teach the South a thing or two about 
how to show amazing hospitality. 

“Suzanne, I cannot even begin to tell you how happy I am to have met you 
and to spend this time with you,” I said. “I hope you’re going to come and visit 
us on Sullivan’s Island.” 

“When things get dull, just give me a call,” she said and winked at me. 

“I can see the two of us,” Char said, “taking a walk over to the Obstinate 
Daughter for a martini.” 

“Finally, a restaurant in your name,” the QB said, deadpan. 

I bit my lip so I wouldn’t laugh. 

“The Obstinate Daughter?” Suzanne said. “That’s the name of a restaurantT’ 

“Yes,” I said. “During the American Revolution the Carolinas refused to 
surrender and so the press in England began to refer to us as the Obstinate 
Daughter.” 

“Brilliant!” Suzanne said. “The Brits have always had a way with words.” 



“Do you think that’s a true story?” Char said to the QB. 

“I’m only sixty-four, not two hundred and forty something,” Momma said 
with a sniff. 

“Oh! My apologies! I thought you were there! Right on the front lines!” Char 
said with a look of moek horror. 

Even the queen laughed. 

It wasn’t easy saying good night, and it wasn’t easy saying good-bye at the 
airport. Not at all. Char had stayed behind, still pouting beeause we were 
leaving. When she told me she wasn’t eoming I thought. Oh boy, she still has a 
lot of growing up left to do. I didn’t like who she was beeoming, whieh was a 
eompletely self-eentered pain-in-the-neek diva. She was all over Momma when 
she was sewing for her but pretty mueh uninterested in her well-being. What did 
that say about her? 

I got our boarding passes while Momma stood with our bags, saying good-bye 
to Suzanne. There was definitely something eooking between them. I thought 
that after our father left us. Momma would never let another man into her heart. 
But Suzanne was solidly in Momma’s heart and most likely got in there beeause 
she was so eompletely disarming. Having had next to no exposure to female 
impersonators beyond Monty Python on television. Momma had let her guard 
down around Suzanne, and was probably as eonfused about her sexuality at first 
as I was when Charlie eame elean with me. But now she knew better and was 
having a diffieult time leaving her. 

Suzanne was standing there, her head wrapped in a blaek silk kerehief and 
wearing only minimal makeup, looking more like Johnny Depp’s ehubby father 
than anyone else who eame to mind. That would be Johnny Depp in Pirates of 
the Caribbean, not Edward Scissorhands. The effeet of Suzanne’s style of 
dressing was not unnerving at all. In an unusual way, it was damn sexy. She was 
a Venus flytrap and Momma was her bug. 

I looked around and deeided that the Las Vegas airport personnel had seen it 
all. From Elvis impersonators traveling in eostume, to queens of every stripe, to 
big winners wearing diamond-enerusted Rolexes and big losers erying in their 
beer, the Las Vegas airport was as diverse and exeiting as the Strip itself. 

But for all the exeitement and off-the-wall experienees we’d shared in Las 
Vegas, there wasn’t anything to prepare us for what we found when we got home 
to Sullivan’s Island. It appeared that Holly was reading a statement to members 
of the media, gathered in our front yard. There was a man standing beside her, 
who I assumed was the lawyer she had spoken of. Our taxi pulled into the 
driveway and I all but jumped out of the ear and ran toward the front steps where 
Holly stood. 



“That’s all,” she said. 

“No questions,” her lawyer said. “Thank you for eoming.” 

They turned to go into the house, and as it beeame elear nothing else was 
going to happen, the media began to disperse. 

I ran right up the steps. 

“Holly! What the hell?” 

She turned on her heel. 

“You’re home! Oh! I am so glad to see you, Leslie! Where’s Momma?” 

“Paying the taxi driver. Can you help with luggage?” I said. 

“I’m Mark Tanenbaum,” her lawyer said and extended his hand. “Where’s the 
taxi? I’ll get the bags.” 

I shook his hand. He seemed like a niee man. 

“On that side of the house. I’m Leslie. Thanks.” 

In a few minutes, we were all in the house, bags delivered to bedrooms, and 
we gathered in the kitehen around the table, where mueh of our lives seemed to 
play out. 

Holly took a piteher of tea from the refrigerator and filled four glasses with 
iee. Mark sat in Momma’s usual ehair and she harrumphed loudly. Instinetively, 
Mark got up and sat in another ehair. 

“Tea, Momma?” 

“Thank you,” Momma said. “Now, would one of you like to tell me what’s 
going on or should I wateh the six o’eloek news?” 

“This is the eraziest thing I’ve ever heard of, Mrs. Jensen,” Mark said. “I’ve 
been a lawyer for over thirty years.” 

“Can you eut to the ehase, please?” Momma said. The queen was not amused. 

“Yes. The parents of Sharon MaeLean told our ehief of poliee that they’re 
filing a eivil suit against Holly blaming her for the wrongful death of their 
daughter. They are seeking damages of one hundred million dollars.” 

“Good luek with that,” Momma said. “This ehild doesn’t have a pot to piss in 
or a window to throw it out of, pardon my language.” 

“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Next they’ll file a suit against you for harboring a 
eriminal and for keeping a publie nuisanee, namely the beehives. That is, if they 
ean find a lawyer to take the ease.” 

“That’s ridieulous,” I said. 

Holly said, “It is the eraziest, most over-the-top buneh of bull I’ve ever 
heard.” 

“No lawyer will represent them and no judge in Charleston will hear the 
ease,” Mark said. “It’s going to get thrown out of eourt. Wateh. You’ll see.” 

“And where does Mr. Arehie stand on all of this?” Momma asked. 



“Behind his curtains,” Holly said. 

“Probably sucking his thumb,” I said. 

“He’s radio silent,” Mark said. “Not a word. But that doesn’t matter. I’m just 
waiting to see the CSI report and the autopsy. We should have that any day.” 

“He probably doesn’t know what to think,” I said. “What about the boys?” 
“Well, it’s another transition for them,” Holly said. “They’ve been waving at 
me from next door with smiles as big as Texas.” 



Tyler said, “Do bees have friends? ” 

“No, they work together as a team. But in many 
ways, human beekeepers are their friends, 
because we keep their hives free of mites and 
beetles. ” 

“It’s a good idea to have someone watch out for 
you, ” he said. 

“Yes, ” I said, “it surely is. ” 


Chapter Thirty-One 



Stop and Smell the 
Roses 


Leslie took Momma to see her doetors and I stayed home to work in the yard, 
whieh had beeome a veritable hortieultural miraele. I knew the bees were so 
relieved to be rid of Sharon that they were eross-pollinating like madwomen, 
hopping from one flower to the next, waggling and leaping in joy, bringing about 
an insane profusion of blooms. Those dahlias that I didn’t think would thrive 
were flourishing as though I had fertilized them with unieom droppings and 
irrigated them with the tears of saints. Cars stopped to take pietures, and I gave 
away armfuls of flowers every day. It seemed that the more flowers I eut, the 
more flowers bloomed. I finally put a sign in the yard that said. Help yourself to 


a few. 

I was just handing a large bouquet to a earful of eurious members of the 
Sullivan’s Island Garden Club when Mark pulled into our driveway. He got out 
of the ear sporting a broad smile, whieh had to mean the investigation had gone 
our way. 

“Hi!” I said. “What brings you to my neek of the woods?” 

“I have some very good news for you,” he said. 

“Should we go inside?” I said. “Would you like a glass of ieed tea?” 

“Why not?” 

It was a hot August afternoon and let me tell you, August on Sullivan’s Island 
was like the seventh eirele of hell. 

We went inside. He followed me to the kitehen, where I pulled a eold piteher 
of tea from the fridge and filled two glasses. 

I pushed the sugar bowl and a dish of lemon sliees aeross the table to him. 

“I have a friend who works at the eounty morgue. It always pays to have a 
friend in plaees like that. An3rway, she said Sharon died of a heart attaek. Natural 
eauses. There was no evidenee of a single bee sting, not a drop of venom in her 
blood. They’ve released the body to the funeral home.” 

It wasn’t my bees! 

“Hallelujah! My bees are innoeent.” 

“Right.” 

“No kidding! Wow! But why would someone her age have a heart attaek? She 
wasn’t even old! She was like forty-one or -two.” 

“Well, she may have had that thing Tim Russert had. The widow-maker, 
exeept hers would’ve been the widower-maker. An3rway, don’t matter. It wasn’t 
the bees that did her in.” 

“Then why was she in my yard?” 

“Beeause she was trying to kill the bees.” 

“She was? Why? Why in the world would she do that?” 

“Who knows? The erime seene guys found a power spray gun she must’ve 
thrown into the oleanders. It was filled with a mixture of soapy water and a 
neonieotinoid like Ortho Bug B Gon, whieh is what people use to kill bees.” 

“That awful... well, she was awful! Sorry.” 

“If I had to guess. I’d venture that she eame over here with the intention of 
wiping out the bees, she sprayed the hives, the bees got erazy and started eoming 
after her. Then she started running and had a heart attaek and boom, dead body 
in the baekyard. But we will most likely never know the truth.” 

“You’ve got some imagination,” I said. “You should write a book!” 

“What? You don’t think that’s a plausible seenario?” Mark said. 



“I wouldn’t know. But I do know that if I was Sharon, I wouldn’t be taking on 
almost two hundred thousand bees with one little spray gun.” 

“Two hundred thousand? How many hives you got?” Mark’s jaw was 
somewhere in between the table and the floor. 

“Three. The real number is probably eloser to one seventy,” I said. “But 
there’s not a doubt in my mind that she didn’t know that. She probably thought 
that maybe there were a thousand or so in the hives. Most people do.” 

“Just so you know, we’re not entirely out of the woods yet. While I know 
there’s not a judge that would hear the ease of you telling the bees to kill her, to 
some people you’ve got something potentially dangerous in your yard, and 
there’s still the eivil suit from her parents.” 

“Let them sue me. What I really eared about was Arehie and his little boys, 
and I’ve lost them now. It’s not even my fault.” 

“That doesn’t seem right,” Mark said. “I’ll bet they eome around. Give them 
some time.” 

I looked at Mark, and I hoped I didn’t seem ungrateful, beeause he had gone 
to an awful lot of trouble on my behalf. 

“Mark, I hope you know how mueh I appreeiate what you’ve done for me. For 
my whole family, really. I just wish we eould make the rest of this nightmare go 
away.” 

“Well, we got rid of the eriminal pieee of Sharon’s death, and I’d eall that a 
good start.” He winked at me. “My grandmother was a beekeeper. Kept bees for 
probably fifty years. So I know how it is with honey bees. Around here, an3rway. 
But I never realized she kept that many bees, I gotta say.” 

So he knew. 

“Maybe it was just a eoineidenee. And I don’t think they would’ve swarmed 
her—if they did, that is—^unless she provoked them, whieh she did. In any ease, 
she shouldn’t have been sneaking around in my baekyard.” 

“Agreed. So, I’ve got to push on. I’ve got depositions all afternoon. Nothing 
as eolorful as this, however.” He stood to leave. “Now, should anyone from the 
press or television eall, tell them you’re not talking exeept to say it’s a great 
relief to know that the bees had nothing to do with Sharon’s death and that you 
offer eondolenees to her family as well as Arehie’s. And not one more word after 
that, okay?” 

“Okay. Come on. Let me eut some flowers for Darlene. I’ll give you a 
eontainer of water to put them in.” 

“That would be awfully niee. Thank you.” 

I sent Mark away with dozens of roses and dahlias and he eouldn’t get over 
the fragranee. He said they smelled like heaven. I had to agree. 



I looked over at Arehie’s house. I eouldn’t understand the silenee. At this 
point he had to know the truth about what really happened. Why didn’t he want 
to talk to me? Maybe he was freaked out that he had to go through another 
funeral. Maybe he was unhappy that the boys weren’t mourning Sharon. Maybe 
he was embarrassed that he hadn’t done enough to proteet his boys. Maybe, 
maybe, maybe. The faet was that their eurtains were elosed, and I only saw the 
boys as they ran to and from the house. 

Hunter had finally healed well enough to be baek on his bieyele and tearing 
down the street with Tyler in his wake. I ealled Maureen to give her the update 
and see what she might know. 

“No kidding. A heart attaek! Wow,” she said. 

“Yep, and she was the one trying to kill my bees, not the other way around.” 

“I’ll be darned. Well, the boys have been over here a lot, swimming and 
playing with Matthew. They seem to be fine. In faet, they seem the happiest I’ve 
seen them sinee Tyler’s birthday.” 

“I’ll bet so. Now, there’s going to be a funeral, and I’m sure I’m not weleome 
there, even though she was the one trespassing with bad intentions.” 

“That’s nonsense. Holly. You should absolutely go to the funeral. If you don’t, 
you’ll look guilty.” 

“Maybe,” I said. “You know what? This might sound erazy, but in some really 
weird way, I feel like I’m being punished for Sharon’s bad behavior. Is that my 
imagination or does the world just have to have someone to blame?” 

“I know what you mean, but I think that onee the truth gets around, people’s 
suspieions will go away.” 

“I hope you’re right.” 

I was working on eonvineing myself of my eomplete innoeenee and doing a 
so-so job of it. I wondered what would happen if I tried to enlist the bees’ help 
with Arehie. Maybe I’d just go sit with them for a bit and ealm myself. 

I felt a little shaken that the boys transferred their affeetion for me so quiekly 
into a friendship with Matthew, but then I knew in my heart that all those little 
boys ever wanted after they lost their mother was to feel normal again. Sharon in 
their lives was a thousand steps baekward, but a friendship with a elassmate who 
had a niee family was a mueh-needed leap forward. Still, when I should’ve been 
eongratulating myself on a job well done—that is, helping the boys survive their 
hideous stepmother and their useless father—I eouldn’t help missing having 
them around. Or being needed. 

Leslie and Momma eame in around four o’eloek. 

“I’m exhausted,” Momma said. “Let your sister fill you in. I’m going to lie 
down for a bit.” 



“Okay,” I said and turned to Leslie. “What did the doetors say?” 

“There’s a slight ehange in the tumor on her liver and they want to zap it with 
a targeted ehemo.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“Well, it’s pretty ineredible, really. They snake this probe through your groin 
to the exaet position of the tumor and then they give it a shot of ehemo, killing 
it.” 

“I thought they said her tumor was benign,” I said. 

“I guess they saw something to the eontrary this time,” Leslie said. 

“When is this supposed to be happening?” 

“They’re going to eall her in the morning with a time. Aetually, it’s not 
supposed to be a big deal. They do the proeedure, whieh takes about an hour. 
Then they keep you overnight just to be sure you’re stable. Then you go home.” 

“What if the tumor grows baek?” 

“Then they do it again, I guess,” Leslie said. 

“Man,” I said. “Momma’s brave.” 

“What ehoiee does she have? This is the latest medieine there is for what she’s 
got.” 

“I just—I don’t know. It seares me, you know?” I said. “So listen. I’ve got 
news, too.” 

“Tell it,” she said. 

“Sharon died of natural eauses. Not one bee sting. The eoroner’s offiee 
released her body.” 

“Dear God! What a relief! You going to the funeral?” 

“I don’t think so. Maybe I should send flowers,” I said. 

“Send flowers? You eould just donate flowers! What the hell is going on in 
our yard?” 

“The bees are pollinating like mad, probably eelebrating the death of the evil 
one. But, if there is a funeral, I don’t feel good about going. I don’t want to see 
her parents.” 

“You’re ehieken shit, you know that? They won’t even know who you are. I’ll 
eome with you.” 

Sharon’s obituary was printed in the Post & Courier the next morning and it 
also gave the details of her funeral. There was to be no wake. And Momma was 
to go into MUSC the day following the funeral. 

“She was a Catholie!” Momma said. “What do you know?” 

“You never know,” Leslie said. “She sure didn’t appear to be a devout 
anything exeept a dedieated pain in the butt.” 

“Amen to that. Momma? If your tumor was a big panie, your doetors would 



have you there, like, right now,” I said. 

“That’s true! That’s got to make you feel some better,” Leslie said. 

“Oh, yeah, I feel really great about having a eaneerous tumor on my liver,” 
she said. “I should eall Suzanne. I promised I would.” 

“We’ve got to get you your own eell phone,” Leslie said. 

“I have a very strong feeling that you’re going to be fine,” I said, even though 
I had no sueh feeling. 

“Sweet Mother of God, I hope you’re right,” Momma said. 

And then there was the diseussion of the funeral. 

“The gates of hell opened wide when she eroaked,” Momma said. “I smell 
sulfur.” 

“Momma! You know it’s bad luek to speak ill of the dead!” I said. 

“I’ll take my ehanees,” Momma said. 

“Sulfur,” Leslie said. “You’re terrible.” 

The QB harrumphed. 

“What am I going to wear to this?” I said. 

“Wear your beekeeper getup,” Momma said. “You know, make a statement.” 

“Boy, Momma, you’re on a roll today!” 

Leslie said, “If I were you. I’d wear anything but blaek.” 

“Too bad I ean’t wear that pink dress,” I said. 

Even Leslie agreed. “It’s a bit bright for a funeral. Let’s dig in my eloset. I 
might have something.” 

There was a navy linen sheath dress we deeided was just right. And my 
neutral sandals from the wedding were fine with it. 

“Well, it’s a good thing we’re about the same size,” I said. 

“Wear sunglasses,” Momma said. “Be mysterious.” 

“Was she like this in Las Vegas?” I asked. 

“She? ” Momma said. 

“We know. We know. Meow,” Leslie said. 

Momma eleared her throat. “I think we should all go to the funeral. After all, 
we are their neighbors.” 

What Momma really meant, and she had not taken this position often, was that 
she wanted to be there if anyone tried to eomer me or blame me. I had my 
mother and sister on my side. 

“Dial Suzanne for me,” Momma said. 

Leslie did and handed Momma the phone. Momma got up and headed to her 
bedroom to have a private eonversation. 

“Momma’s sweet on Suzanne, whose real name is Buster.” 

“No kidding?” 



“Yeah. Like seriously sweet.” 

“Wow.” 

The next morning at nine thirty, we piled into Leslie’s Benz and rolled down 
Middle Street to Stella Maris Chureh. The bells in the tower were ringing a 
mournful dirge. 

Everyone on the island loved a good funeral, and given the eireumstanees of 
Sharon’s death, it was no surprise that the ehureh was paeked to the rafters. And 
it was the seeond time Arehie and his boys were burying someone in a short 
period of time. I reeognized many people from part-time teaehing at the Island 
Elementary Sehool, and I assumed there were a lot of Arehie’s eolleagues 
present as well. There were many massive flower arrangements on the altar and 
the tone was appropriately somber. 

Arehie and his boys followed the easket up the aisle and were seated in the 
front row on the left. We were in the baek of the other side of the ehureh. 
Momma and Leslie were giving tiny smiles of reeognition and little waves to 
people whose eye they eaught. I was engrossed in prayer and self-examination. I 
was deeply troubled by the reality of Sharon’s funeral and the faet that whether 
or not I was direetly or indireetly involved, there was still suspieion, even in my 
own eonseienee, that some of the responsibility for her death lay at my feet. I 
knew that in the weirdest way it was true. I begged God’s forgiveness. And I 
even asked God to forgive Sharon. That was the best I eould do for her. If the 
situation were reversed, I doubted she would pray for me. And I prayed for Garin 
then, too, hoping that she’d ask the good Lord to forgive me. I knew that she had 
no anger toward me. In faet, I eould still feel her gratitude. 

Finally, the Mass was ended and the proeessional took Sharon’s easket to the 
waiting hearse, whieh would then take her remains to be buried in Mount 
Pleasant. I watehed as Arehie and his boys walked together, followed by her 
parents and elose friends and family. It had to be an awful ordeal for his boys, as 
I was sure they were reliving their mother’s funeral. 

We did not go to the eemetery. I delivered a sheet eake to the house for all 
those who would stop by to help Arehie and the boys get through the remainder 
of the day. 

I watehed from my living room as dozens of people eame and went from 
Arehie’s house. There were at least ten or so kids at any given time, running 
around their yard. It was good to see ehildren there again, to hear their laughter 
and to see Hunter and Tyler at play, just being kids. 

Around seven that night I got a text message from Arehie. 

Thanks for the eake, it read. 

You’re weleome, I answered. 



I guessed then that the door was open to me again. As mueh as I had onee 
wanted to be with him, that day I deeided to let him eome to me. I stopped 
blaming myself then, beeause what was done was done and it eould not be 
ehanged. And I also knew that the hive had a will of its own. 



“How do the bees get the nectar out of the 
flowers? ” Hunter asked. 

“Well, they can fold their tongue like a drinking 
straw and then they suck it out. ” 

“Like this? ” He rolled his tongue and made a 
great slurping sound. 

“Yes, ” I said and thought he was priceless. 


Chapter Thirty-Two 



Good to Bee 


Leslie and I were up early and driving Momma to MUSC first thing in the 
morning. I’d had no further eommunieation from Arehie. And I was pretty sure 
Leslie had not been in toueh with Char. Our foeus was all on the QB. 

“Did you talk to Suzanne?” Leslie said. “Does anyone want me to stop at 
Dunkin’ for eoffee?” 

“Yes, of eourse,” Momma said. “I talked to Suzanne.” 

“I wouldn’t mind an ieed eoffee with eream,” I said. 

Leslie pulled into the drive-through lane at Dunkin’ Donuts on Coleman 
Boulevard. 

“Y’all want anything else?” 

“I wouldn’t shoot you if you got me a glazed doughnut,” I said. 

“You’ve got it,” Leslie said. “Aetually, that sounds pretty good.” 


“I’m not allowed food or drink,” Momma said. 

“I know,” Leslie said. “I’ll get you doughnuts when this is over. So what did 
Suzanne say?” 

“She wanted to eome,” Momma said. “I told her no.” 

“Why?” I said. “I’d love to meet her.” 

“Well, you might meet her sometime but not today. I’m too nervous about this 
proeedure to play hostess.” 

“I understand that,” Leslie said. “But if Suzanne were to eome, I doubt she’d 
be expeeting you to show her the town.” 

“Exaetly, and I’d want to. I mean, after all she did for us in Las Vegas.” 

Leslie gave our order and we drove around to pay. 

“Did Char eome up in eonversation?” Leslie said and handed the person at the 
window a twenty-dollar bill. 

Leslie handed me my eoffee and a small bag and dropped her ehange in her 
bag. I put the eoffee in the eup holder and took the paper wrapper off the straw, 
stabbing the opening in the top of the eup. I eouldn’t get the doughnut in my 
mouth fast enough. 

“Of eourse,” Momma said. “Suzanne said Char wishes me luek and sends her 
love to you. I told her about the autopsy and the poliee finding and she was very 
relieved for us.” 

“That’s niee,” I said, “but I still have the threat of that eivil suit.” 

“You’ve got to stop worrying about that,” Momma said. “It may never eome 
to pass, and you’ll get a hundred gray hairs for nothing.” 

“That’s a deeent pieee of adviee. Holly,” Leslie said. 

“I suppose it is,” I said. “You know, there’s this pieee of me that wishes life 
eould go baek to before Sharon met Arehie. I was so mueh happier.” 

“And I was a lot happier before I found your father’s eondoms in the air 
eonditioner filter.” 

“And I was a helluva lot happier before Charlie beeame Cher’s long-lost 
identieal twin!” 

“I guess we all have our problems,” I said. 

“I’ve been telling you girls that for years,” Momma said. 

We got to MUSC, found parking, took Momma in, filled out all the forms, and 
then we waited an eternity until they eame to get her. 

“Good luek. Momma,” I said. “I know you’ll do fine.” 

“Thanks, sweetie,” she said and gave me a hug. 

Leslie said something similar, and Momma hugged her, too. The attendant 
asked her to sit in the wheelehair and then wheeled her through the swinging 
doors. 



“She called me sweetie'" I said. 

“I know. She must be terrified. I’m calling Suzanne,” Leslie said. She got up 
and walked outside to get better reception. 

I waited a few minutes, then I checked my cell phone for messages. There was 
a text from Archie. 

At some point I’d like us to talk. 

That was it. So I texted him back. 

Sure. 

I figured short and sweet was the best. I didn’t gush all over him. I didn’t even 
ask what he wanted to talk about. Sharon wasn’t even in the ground for forty- 
eight hours and he needs to talk to me? About what? 

Leslie came back. 

“That was quick,” I said. 

“I left a message,” she said. “What’s the matter?” 

I showed her Archie’s text and she sucked her teeth, making that snick sound. 

“You want to know what I think?” 

Leslie had bailed on Team Archie when he rejected her. 

“Of course I do!” 

“I think he’s wondering if you’re going to pick up where you left off with 
helping him with the kids.” 

“I have no intention of doing that.” 

“Good. Can I ask why?” 

“Well, it’s a funny thing. I was watching the boys on their bikes the day after 
Sharon died. They were happy and laughing, on their way over to Matthew’s 
house. I felt like, okay, they’re fine, and I don’t have to hold them up and feed 
them and all that. I mean, if Archie needs a sitter or a tutor and I’m around, then 
fine. But I keep thinking about Archie and I keep trying to understand, how and 
why did he let Sharon treat his boys the way she did?” 

“Because he’s a spineless idiot?” 

“Or something very close to it. That was my thought. And when I tried to talk 
to him on the boys’ behalf, he didn’t listen to me. He thought I was being 
dramatic or something. I mean, I spoke to him on several occasions and really 
laid it on the line and still, he was not moved.” 

“Well, we already know he’s got lousy judgment.” 

“I think it’s worse than that. Remember I told you I had a date with this guy I 
used to go to school with? The acting police chief?” 

“Yeah, I remember. What about it?” 

“Well, he made me see Archie in a new light. Archie is a taker. He would take 
and take and take and then go off and marry somebody like Sharon. Ted, the guy 



I went out with, is a giver.” 

“My Charlie was a taker of the first order.” 

“Yeah, well, I think I like givers better than takers.” Then I told her about 
Arehie at his wedding and his phone ealls from Bermuda. “It made me super 
uneomfortable.” 

“What’s the matter with him?” she said very quietly. “He knew before he 
married her that he was making a mistake and did it anyway. Then he goes on 
their honeymoon, earrying a toreh for you. You tell him the awful things Sharon 
is doing to his little boys and he ignores you. He’s just off base all over the plaee. 
I think this guy needs a strong dose of reality eheek and therapy.” 

“And this from a Harvard Ph.D. in religion. Shouldn’t he have a more reliable 
eompass?” 

“Yes. Yes, he should.” 

“Anyway, I sort of feel like I did my thing with the boys. They’re fine and on 
their way. They know where to find me.” 

“I hope this guy Ted remembers where to find you.” 

“Oh, I expeet now that the Sharon disaster is pretty mueh behind us. I’ll hear 
from him.” 

“Wait a minute. Was he ignoring you until he found out her death wasn’t your 
fault?” 

“Good Lord, no. Let’s be honest, we don’t get too many suspeeted homieides 
on the island. He was probably pretty busy figuring things out. An3rway, we’ll 
see.” 

Leslie gave me a funny look. 

“What?” 

“I think I like you a lot better without Arehie monopolizing your brain.” 

“I think I like me better, too.” 

We waited, reading magazines, eheeking e-mail, paeing until after noon. 
There was still no word on Momma. I went to the desk to ask. 

“Let me eheek,” the attendant said and made a phone eall. “Last name of the 
patient?” 

“Jensen. Katherine Jensen.” 

She repeated Momma’s name into the phone and was told to wait. A few 
minutes later she had our answer. 

“They just took her in. They had an emergeney and had to take the OR for 
that. So, they’re a little behind. Don’t worry. She’ll be fine.” 

I wondered how many times a day she said, Don’t worry, she ’ll be fine. 

“Thanks.” I went baek to Leslie. “They just took her in. Some emergeney 
eaused a slowdown. An3rway, how long is this supposed to take?” 



“Less than an hour. Maybe a little longer.” 

I looked at my wateh. It was elose to one. 

“You want luneh?” I said. 

“Sure. Let’s walk over to Melfi’s. New plaee. Food looks amazing.” 

“Let’s go.” 

Melfi’s had the feel of a elubby but super hip Italian trattoria that weleomed 
all eomers. It was a neighborhood plaee but also a destination. The food was 
wonderful. Their wide variety of pasta was all made in house. But Leslie and I 
were feeling like pizza. We ordered a Mrs. Melfi’s Pie to share and salads with 
Italian dressing. 

“leed tea is fine for me,” I said when our waiter was ready to take our drink 
orders. 

“Me, too,” Leslie said. 

“Very good,” our waiter said and left. 

“What do you think the odds are that Momma will wake up and be pissed that 
we’re not there?” I said. 

“We ean say we went out to get her something to eat,” Leslie said. “That will 
make her happy.” 

“Great idea. Let’s take her something,” I said. “So, Leslie, what are you going 
to do about Char?” 

She sighed a huge sigh and looked at me with so mueh sadness. 

“I’m going to let her open her show, send her a big bouquet of flowers, and 
pray she does great. And in a few weeks. I’ll eall her and tell her that I think it’s 
best if we dissolve our marriage and go our separate ways. That’s my plan.” 

“I sort of figured that’s where you were headed. I mean, divoree is messy, but 
you’ve got to settle things so you ean move on.” 

“Exaetly. And let me tell you, she doesn’t want to be burdened with a wife, or 
a wife in name only. She needs to spread her wings and fly.” 

“So do you,” I said. 

“Um, so do you,” she said. “Look, for the foreseeable future. I’m going to be 
living at home. If there’s somewhere you want to go, you know, like, to live in 
Atlanta or something, now is the time you should give it some thought.” 

“You want to know what’s funny?” 

“God knows, I eould use a laugh. What’s funny?” 

“I’ve spent the last eight or so years, ever sinee I graduated from eollege, 
eomplaining about being stuek on the island. Why eouldn’t I have Arehie? And 
now that I ean probably have him or move to an3rwhere that strikes my faney, I 
want to stiek around and see where this thing with Ted might lead. Besides, who 
would take eare of the bees?” 



“Oh, the irony of it all!” Leslie said with a lot of drama. “I think the bees 
eould take eare of themselves.” 

We ate our pizza, moaning about how delieious it was, and there wasn’t so 
mueh as a pieee of erust left. On the way baek to the hospital we pieked up a sub 
sandwieh for Momma. When we arrived baek to the family waiting area in the 
hospital, there was an old pirate sitting there reading a People magazine with a 
very large bouquet of flowers resting on the seat next to him, probably intended 
for his weneh. I wondered who in the world he eould be. 

“Suzanne!” Leslie said. 

I nearly fainted. This was Suzanne? 

Suzanne Velour was in the building! She jumped up from her ehair and 
hugged Leslie so hard, I eould hear her vertebrae eruneh. 

“Leslie! Oh, my dear girl! I’m so glad to see you!” 

“I ean’t believe you’re here!” Leslie said. 

“I took the first plane I eould get,” Suzanne said and then turned to me. 
“Holly?” 

“Yes. That’s me,” I said and giggled. 

“Oh, sweetheart. I’m so happy to meet you!” Suzanne said. 

I thought. You know what? Okay, she’s a little peeuliar, but she’s very niee. 

“Tell me about the queen. What’s the story?” 

We told her all we knew, and her eoneem for Momma was real. 

“So, this is not the eure. It’s just a treatment of this episode,” she said. 

“Yes,” Leslie said. “At least that is how I understood it.” 

“Well, then,” she said. “That settles it.” 

“That settles what?” I said. 

“I’m staying with her until the bitter end. That’s what.” 

Leslie and I just looked at eaeh other and then baek to Suzanne in disbelief. 

“I know what you’re thinking, but I’m going to tell you something you don’t 
know. I am so in love with your mother, I ean’t see straight. Deeply and truly in 
love. She has more spunk and wieked sass in her than any woman I’ve ever met. 
She makes me laugh from head to toe and she makes me happy like I haven’t 
been sinee, well, in too many years.” 

Leslie was the first to speak. 

“Well, then, Suzanne Velour? Weleome to the Loweountry!” 

I thought. Oh boy. How’s this going to work? 



“Did you know that monarch butterflies 
migrate? ” I asked Tyler. “It’s another reason to 
plant goldenrod. They love it, too. ’’ 

“Where do the butterflies go? ” he asked. 

“Some go to Palm Beach, ’’ Suzanne said. “The 
rest go to Boca. ’’ 

“Don’t listen to her, ’’ I said and laughed. 


Chapter Thirty-Three 



Bee Leave 


Momma opened her eyes and saw Suzanne before she saw Leslie or me. She 
elosed her eyes again, opened them, and smiled. 

“Suzanne,” she whispered with so mueh tenderness, I eouldn’t believe my 
ears. 

“My dove. I’m right here,” Suzanne said. “Just rest.” 

And that was a preview of how the following days would unfold. Suzanne, 
true to her word, never left Momma’s side exeept to get something Momma 
needed. We pieked up an air mattress from Bed Bath & Beyond and Suzanne 
slept on the floor right next to Momma’s bed. Momma’s proeedure was more 
invasive than they thought, there was more eaneer than the PET sean showed, 
and so her reeovery time would be longer. The good news was that her team of 
oneologists at MUSC were eonfident that they’d gotten it all. 


Word got around that Momma had had some kind of surgery, and of eourse, 
people eame to eall. They brought easseroles, shrimp salad, eold salads, pound 
eakes, tomatoes or basil or peppers from their gardens—the usual things. 
Suzanne was the gatekeeper, deeiding who Momma eould see and how long they 
eould stay. 

Maureen was the first to knoek on our door the day we brought her home. She 
eame with brownies and euriosity. If Suzanne’s appearanee surprised her, she 
didn’t show it. 

“How’s the queen?” 

“She’s doing just great, but she tires quiekly,” Suzanne said. 

“That’s probably the anesthesia,” Maureen said. “My mother was a nurse. 
Onee a patient reaehes a eertain age, it’s harder to get over the anesthesia than it 
is to get over the surgery.” 

“That seems to be the ease,” Suzanne said. 

“Don’t let it seare you if she seems a little out of it,” Maureen said. 

“If she hasn’t seared me up until now, I doubt that she ever will,” Suzanne 
said. 

I walked Maureen to the door, and we stopped to ehat for a few minutes on the 
front steps. 

“Suzanne, huh?” she said. 

“Aka Buster Henry, retired military. Got siek of uniforms. Likes eostumes 
better.” 

“Well, she might be a little strange, but she sure is devoted to your momma,” 
she said. 

“I know. And you know what else?” 

“What?” 

“If I haven’t learned anything else this whole year, I learned that love eomes 
in every eolor, shape, and size,” I said. 

I was thinking about not only Suzanne’s affeetion for Momma but Leslie’s for 
Charlie, and mine for Arehie and his boys, and his for Sharon, and my reeently 
piqued interest in Ted. 

“How are the boys?” I asked. 

“Tyler and Hunter live in my pool now,” she said with a laugh. “I know it’s 
not my plaee to eorreet them, but I had to tell them to stop saying how happy 
they were that Sharon was dead.” 

“That’s appropriately terrible,” I said with a smile on my faee. 

“Have you seen Arehie?” 

“Not even a sighting in passing. You?” 

“Nope. Poor devil,” Maureen said. 



I looked up at the sky. Even at four o’eloek in the afternoon, it was blazing 
blue. 

“I don’t know if I’d eall him a poor devil,” I said. 

“Why not?” 

“I must be getting old,” I said. 

Maureen looked at me and said, “At a eertain point we all put away our rose- 
eolored glasses, right?” 

“You have to stop reading my mind, Maureen!” I laughed and she gave a little 
ehuekle. “And I always thought I needed to get far away from here to understand 
the world a little better when all the while ...” 

“All the answers were right here under the freekles on your nose?” 

“Yep.” I shook my head. “Isn’t that something? Oh, I expeet there are things 
to see that are worth the trip.” 

“Definitely.” She smiled. “Hey! Have you ever been to Italy?” 

“Italy! No, ean’t say I have. Only through the magie of Holl3rwood. But I 
think it might be super fun to ride on a Vespa and throw eoins into fountains. 
How about you?” 

“Me, either. But! I was going through the mail I usually throw out, and my 
alma mater is hosting a trip through Rome, Veniee, and Florenee, ten days, two 
thousand, all inelusive. Even airfare. Want to look at it?” 

I thought how mueh money was in my Maserati fund and I eouldn’t 
remember. And then I said I might. 

“Can’t hurt to look,” I said. “Italy. Wow.” 

“I really want to go, but I don’t want to go alone,” she said. “I’ll bring the 
broehure over or I’ll text you the link.” 

“Sounds terrifie, and hey, thanks for the brownies.” 

“It’s nothing. I’m glad your momma’s home and that it went well.” 

“Yeah, so are we. See you later!” 

I went down the stairs with her and then I went around the house to put some 
water in the bee pans. I heard Arehie’s Jeep eoming from down the street. He 
needed a new muffler. It wasn’t any psyehie ability that told me that. It was the 
awful, earsplitting rumble of his vehiele. I got my shears from the shed and 
began eutting some flowers for Momma’s room. I knew almost to the seeond 
how long it would take him to stop, get out, and slam the door. I had beeome so 
aeeustomed to listening for his sounds, I eould reeognize his footfall on a gravel 
driveway. I didn’t look up to greet him. In the past, I would’ve fluttered and 
flittered, finding an exeuse to speak to him. Now I ignored him and felt fine 
about it. He must’ve thought I was deep in thought, beeause he ealled out to me 
sort of loudly. 



“Hi, there!” 

I eould hear him thinking, Where’s my adoration? 

So I looked up from my flower beds and said, “Hi!” 

He took that as an invitation to eome over to my side of the flower beds. 

“Boy, look at this! Your flowers are just speetaeular!” 

“Thanks!” 

“Listen, I wanted to talk to you about something.” 

“Sure,” I said. 

Then he stepped baek. 

“Wait, are you upset with me for some reason? Is there something I’ve done? 
The boys?” 

“No, why?” 

“I don’t know. You just seem, I don’t know, different somehow.” 

“Arehie, I’m fine. Momma had sort of a major surgieal proeedure yesterday 
and we brought her home today. She’s resting. Her friend from Las Vegas flew in 
to help take eare of her. And then, you know, just ten days ago, I was under 
suspieion for Sharon’s demise beeause I trained my bees to sting her to death, 
even though she was prowling around my yard at night with the intention of 
killing them. But other than that? Things are good.” 

“Yeah, that was pretty erazy, wasn’t it? Well, I wanted to talk to you about 
Sharon’s eats. I thought you might like to have them. I’m allergie, you see, 
and. . .” 

“Have you lost your mind?” I just stared at him. “I mean. I’m waiting to see if 
her family is going to file a eivil suit against me. You do know that, don’t you?” 

“I heard something about it, but that would just be ridieulous, don’t you 
think?” 

“Of course, it’s ridieulous!” I knew my voiee was elevated. “Give the eats to 
her parents!” 

“Well, see, I was hoping you’d take them beeause the boys sort of like them 
and then they eould visit them every now and then.” 

I eouldn’t believe what I was hearing. (A.) Was he really going to try to use 
me again? And (B.) Why would I want anything that had anything to do with 
that horrible wife of his? And (C.) Not even if he paid me fifty dollars a day to 
board them would I toueh her eats. 

“Really? Arehie, do you want to know what I think? I think you should go 
home and get out all the pietures of Carin you looked away and put them baek 
where they were. Then maybe you ought to take your boys on a vaeation 
somewhere to rebond with them. Go eamping, go to Disney World, but do 
something for them\ Sharon’s eats? No, thank you. Not in a million years.” 



“This is about the civil suit, isn’t it?” 

I just stood there for a minute looking at him. I was seething. After all I had 
done for him and the boys? And to be treated the way I was treated by her while 
he stood by and said nothing? Never mind all the horrible things he allowed her 
to do to his own boys. And now, for me to be threatened by her family? Now, I 
should take Sharon’s cats? I mean, in theory, I like cats just fine. Dogs, too. But 
it’s a huge commitment of years to make when you take in an animal. If I wanted 
to have cats, the cats I’d have would definitely never have been hers. And did he 
really think there was no damage done to his boys by Sharon that might need to 
be repaired? Oh, my God! Was he this stupid? Could he possibly be this 
incredibly stupid? 

“Holly? Are you talking to me or are you just going to stare at me?” 

Don’t get indignant with me, I thought. 

“I’m just wondering about something.” 

“What’s that?” 

I said, “How in the name of God did you get into Harvard?” 

I said this without malice. I really wanted him to see how unforgivably and 
insensitively dense he was. 

Tiny little lights began to come on in his mind. 

“Okay, I’ll tell Sharon’s parents to back off.” 

I wasn’t going to be so easily appeased. 

“Maybe you should have told them that before the threat of it ever reached my 
door.” I gathered up my bucket of flowers and shears and turned to walk away 
from him. “See you around, Archie.” 

I went in the house and there stood Leslie and Suzanne giving me a whole lot 
of quiet applause, huge hugs, and lots of atta girl! 

“How did you hear everything?” 

“Darling, you were right under your momma’s room. We opened the window 
and we could hear every word as though you were in her bedroom with us!” 
Suzanne said. 

“You were marvelous! Oh, my God! Suzanne and I were dying!” Leslie said. 
“Momma wants to tell you something. Hurry!” 

I put the bucket of flowers on the floor and the shears on the hall table and 
went to her room. 

I opened her door. She was propped up in bed. 

“Come sit here on the side of my bed,” she said. 

Of course, I did as she asked. 

“What’s up?” I said. 

“I want to tell you something I should have told you a long time ago.” She 



took my hand in hers and held it. “I’m so proud of you. You told that Arehie 
MaeLean just what he’s needed to hear from you for a very long time. It takes 
nerve to tell somebody where the bear goes in the buekwheat and I eould not 
have done a better job myself.” 

“Thank you. I just got siek of him thinking I’d do anything on earth for him 
when he did nothing for me.” 

“But you should take Sharon’s eats? I eould only imagine what was going on 
in your head when he said you should take them, so his boys eould eome visit 
them onee in a while. That was richV’ 

“He’s so thiek in the head, he didn’t think he was asking for mueh at all. He 
hasn’t got the first elue how to take eare of anything or anyone exeept himself. 
Not even eats. Mueh less his poor boys.” 

“Yes, sweetheart—and yes. I’m ealling you sweetheart—if you’d allowed 
yourself to beeome aetually involved with him in an intimate relationship, you’d 
have been deprived of any emotional support just like his boys are. You would 
not have been eherished by him.” 

“I see that now.” 

“I want more for you. Holly. You are sueh a lovely young woman in every 
single way and you deserve so mueh more than a man like Arehie. What I’ve 
learned and what your sister has learned, both of our lessons eoming at a very 
high priee, is the importanee of ehoosing wisely.” 

“It’s true.” 

“Now, go fix my flowers and hurry up. I need to feel some love.” 

I smiled then and so did she. 

Of eourse, the seeond I opened her door, Leslie and Suzanne nearly tumbled 
over themselves to get out of the way. 

“Let’s get a glass of tea,” I said, pieked up the bueket of flowers and my 
shears in the hall, and they followed me to the kitehen. “Did y’all thi nk I wasn’t 
going to tell y’all what she said?” 

“We just wanted to hear it for ourselves,” Leslie said. “She was aetually sweet 
to you.” 

“Yeah, I only had to wait thirty years,” I said and laughed. “And when I think 
of all the days and nights I wasted thinking about Arehie and literally 
worshipping him from afar, it’s just too stupid. Too stupid.” 

I put the bueket of flowers in the sink and gave it a few inehes of water. 

“Oh, I disagree with that,” Suzanne said. “I don’t think you should ever regret 
loving anyone. Love is sueh a miraele. You’ll never know for sure, but maybe 
you loved him the best he’ll ever know. And maybe when he thinks about it, 
he’ll be a better person for it.” 



Leslie took the piteher of tea from the refrigerator and put it on the eounter. I 
got three glasses from the eabinet and filled them with iee. 

“I’m not sorry I married Charlie,” Leslie said. “I loved him, but I’m not sure I 
made him a better anything.” 

“Can I ask you ladies something?” Suzanne said. “It’s about that piteher of 
tea.” 

“What about it?” I asked. 

“Is it magie? I mean, it’s the best ieed tea in the world. But, like, does it refill 
itself? It never appears to be empty.” 

“It never is,” Leslie said. “If it was, I think we’d all shrivel up and die.” 



1 said, “Did you know you can use honey on a 
cut or a scrape and it will keep germs out? ” 

Hunter said, “Is that why they say go lick your 
wounds?” 

“How old are you? ” Suzanne said. “Who is this 

kid?” 


Chapter Thirty-Four 



Bee Happy 


Momma was out of bed and Suzanne was eompletely dedieated to her full 
reeovery. 

“We’re going to take a stroll down to the Obstinate Daughter, that eharming 
little spot named for Char, and have some luneh.” 

“I don’t know if I ean walk that far,” the QB said. 

“Go!” I said. “If you need me, eall me. I ean eome piek you up.” 

With that assuranee. Momma nodded at Suzanne and they were off. 

“I wonder what Jaeques and Jonathan are going to say,” Leslie said. 

Jaeques Larson, the exeeutive ehef, and Jonathan Bentley, the general 
manager, were in eharge of almost everything about the restaurant, espeeially the 
image. If they looked at Suzanne and loved her, she and the queen would reeeive 
the royal treatment—a great table, foeused interest on their eomfort and 
enjoyment, and eountless freebies from the kitehen. If not, well. I’d get a eall 
soon. 


“Um, I feel like every kind of superstar that passes through Charleston goes 
there, so they’re used to eharaeters showing up at the door,” I said. “I’m not 
worried.” 

While they were at luneh, Ted ealled. Finally. 

“Offieer Meyers? I thought maybe you were ghosting me,” I said. 

Leslie, who was standing by, wasn’t used to me being even remotely eleven 
She gave me the strangest look. 

He asked me if I would like to have dinner and I said, “Sure. When?” 

He said, “I was thinking about tonight.” 

“Why not?” I said. “What time?” 

“How’s six? I’m done at five and I just have to shower up. I think six is safe,” 
he said. 

“I’ll see you then,” I said and pressed the end button. I must’ve been smiling 
in a way that Leslie was unfamiliar with, beeause she still had this very weird 
look on her faee. 

“This is your guy,” she said. 

“Don’t be ridieulous,” I said. I blushed and broke a sweat. “I don’t have a guy, 
and I don’t need one, either.” 

“Uh-huh,” she said. “You’re not the only one in this family who ean prediet 
things, you know.” 

“I know that.” 

The faet was that most of the women in our family on my mother’s side had 
some kind of weird gift. My grandmother used to dream about hearses driving 
by and she’d know someone was about to drop dead. If the dream was 
aeeompanied by a death knoek the next day—that is, a loud knoeking on your 
door but no one’s there—then she knew it was a family member. My aunt, the 
QB’s sister, who’d gone to her reward years ago, eould tell you who was ealling 
before the telephone rang. And she eould prediet rain by the shape of the 
ereseent moon, and the gender of unborn babies. And me? I knew that eventually 
I’d be teaehing at Sullivan’s Island Elementary Sehool beeause I eould see 
myself in the elassroom there. And I knew my bees heard me. And a few other 
oddities. But I eouldn’t see myself married to anyone. I sort of hoped Leslie was 
right. 

Suzanne and the queen arrived home about ten minutes before I was to go out. 
They had been gone all afternoon. 

“Hey! Did y’all have fun?” I asked. 

“It was fabulous,” Momma said. 

She was literally beaming. So was Suzanne. My antenna went up. Leslie 
wandered in. 



“How was lunch?” she said. 

“Shockingly delicious!” Suzanne said. 

“We ate so much we decided to walk it off. So we walked out to the beach and 
down the island.” 

“Then we crossed the dunes at Fort Moultrie, and I learned all about 
cannonballs bouncing off the palmetto logs of the original fort during the 
Revolution.” 

“And about Osceola and the Seminoles!” Momma said. 

“And about Fort Sumter. Don’t forget the HunleyV’ Suzanne said. 

“It sounds like y’all had a perfectly marvelous afternoon!” Leslie said. 

“We did,” Suzanne said. “And I asked the queen to marry me.” 

“And I said yes!” Momma said. “I’m going to make Suzanne my king!” 

Hmmm, I thought. Really? How’s that going to work? Then I thought. Why 
not? 

“Jesus!” Leslie said and staggered backward as though she might faint. “I sure 
didn’t see that one coming!” 

After a moment’s pause, I thought it was just about the coolest thing I’d ever 
heard. 

“Well, I thi nk neither one of y’all ought to be wearing white. But I’ll make the 
cake! Congratulations!” I gave Suzanne a hug and said, “Welcome to our crazy 
little hive!” 

“And when is the wedding to take place?” Leslie asked. 

“I don’t know!” Suzanne said. “I have to get a diamond and wedding bands. 
Any suggestions where to go?” 

“Oh, honey, there’s only Croghan’s Jewel Box,” Leslie said. “I’ll take y’all 
there tomorrow.” 

“And we need a marriage license,” Momma said. “And witnesses. Oh! Y’all 
will do that for us, won’t you?” 

“Of course!” Leslie and I said. 

“And I need a dress,” Momma said. 

“So do I!” Suzanne said. “Just kidding.” 

We all about died laughing, of course. But it was serious business and we all 
knew it. I hoped that Suzanne was in it to cherish—a new word for me— 
Momma for whatever time she had remaining with us and not to stake a claim on 
whatever she had when she left us. Momma needed a prenup. I’d call Mark. 

Ted was at the door. 

“I’ll see you kids later!” I said and sailed out with the least amount of fanfare 
possible. We had a lot to discuss. 

He closed my car door, walked around his side, and got in. 



“So, what’s new?” he said. 

“How mueh time do we have?” I said. “There’s so mueh going on that my 
little head is spinning.” 

I looked over at him and he looked baek, and those iee-blue eyes of his gave 
me a shiver. 

“You eold? Should I adjust the AC?” 

“No, I just had a thought. An3rway, where are we going?” 

“I thought we should go someplaee where people ean’t see their new ehief of 
poliee drinking aleohol, so we’re going to Bowens Island.” 

“Ted! You got the job! Oh! I’m so happy for you!” 

“Yep! I got the job! Town eouneil voted, and they’re paying for housing on 
the island as a bonus. Now, it’s not oeeanfront and it’s not huge, but it’s big 
enough for a small family.” 

“A small family?” 

“Yes. Now that my future seems to be seeure. I’m thinking I should probably 
be looking for a wife.” 

“Oh, I agree.” 

“You do?” 

“Yeah, I just hope our ehildren have your eyes.” 

He laughed so hard and then so did I that we both had tears eoming down our 
faees. It was sueh a bold thing to say that I wondered where Little Miss Demure 
went. 

“That’s hilarious!” he said. “I ean’t believe you said that!” 

Well, at least he didn’t pull over to the side of the road and tell me to eall an 
Uber. 

“Ted? It’s gonna be what it’s gonna be. I think that’s how life is, if you’re 
paying attention.” 

“I ean’t believe it, but I agree with you. We should just enjoy eaeh other and 
see what the plan is when it’s time.” 

Something in me had ehanged when Arehie asked me if I wanted Sharon’s 
eats. I thought then that if I didn’t start saying what it was that I wanted, I 
shouldn’t expeet to get it. Arehie got so off base about me beeause I let him be 
so off base about me. I was never elear. 

We rode in amused silenee aeross the bridges and eauseways until we reaehed 
Folly Road and Bowens Island. Then we went inside, got a table, and looked at 
the walls, whieh were eovered in graffiti. 

“This plaee makes me wish I’d brought a set of Sharpies,” I said. 

“Well, you go writing on the walls and I might have to take you into eustody, 
ma’am.” 



“I think this place encourages bad behavior,” I said. “And I might like to be in 
your custody. You never know.” 

“I knew I liked it here,” he said. He was quiet for a moment and then he said, 
“You know. Miss Jensen, you might just have a little devil in you that’s ready to 
dance.” 

“Ted, I’m thirty years old. You know I never squandered my flowers, so to 
speak.” 

“Squandered your flowers? Oh, God! Holly! Where do you come up with this 
stuff?” 

“Because I’m a big nerd. DuBose He3rward. You’re not the only one who 
wrote lousy poetry.” 

“DuBose He3rward who wrote Porgy and Bess with George Gershwin?” 

“Fun fact. It was his wife, Dorothy, who adapted his book Porgy for the stage, 
and Porgy and Bess was bom. Gershwin’s musical came later, and it made less 
money than Dorothy’s production. But he was a genius. They all were, actually.” 

“I can’t wait to hear what qualifies as genius in your mind.” 

“You’re kidding, right? The guy was one of the greatest composers of the 
twentieth century! Rhapsody in Blue, An American in Paris, “Funny Face,” 
“Love Is Here to Stay,” “I Got Rhythm” . . . need I say more?” 

“And I imagine you know all the lyrics to all the songs?” 

“Of course!” 

“The same way I do with Cole Porter?” 

“What?” 

“I’ve worn out three vinyl albums of Ella Fitzgerald Sings the Cole Porter 
Song BookP 

We were a match made in heaven. I hoped. Everything with Ted was as easy 
as everything with Archie had been circumspect. Laughter came easily. Kindness 
was in abundance. And we had a lot in common. Not to mention no small 
amount of heat for each other. 

After devouring platters of fried shrimp and fish with french fries, coleslaw, 
and hush puppies, all washed down with a few Budweisers, we paid our bill and 
went out to the deck to watch the sunset. 

“Would you like another beer?” 

“Oh, no. I’m just fine. Dinner was delicious,” I said. “Thanks.” 

“And it was great fun. So, tell me what else is happening in Holly World.” 

“Just this afternoon, my momma got engaged to an old female impersonator 
named Suzanne Velour. Looks like she’s going to beat me to the altar.” 

“Excuse me? Can you back up just a bit? A female impersonator?” 

He started laughing so hard, I thought I might have to call EMS. I laughed 



with him because on the surface it seemed, well, unimaginable that a crabby old 
ultraconservative divorcee of a certain age from a place like Sullivan’s Island 
should wind up married to a female impersonator named Suzanne Velour. 

“Yep, isn’t that crazy? But that’s my momma. She’s the queen bee in our hive 
and she’s going to do as she pleases.” 

“It’s out there. And you approve?” 

“At first I was like, whoa! But after some consideration and seeing them 
together? You do know that right in the middle of that whole insanity with 
Archie’s crazy wife Sharon, we had to take Momma in for surgery? She’s got 
some kind of liver cancer.” 

“No, I’m sorry. I did not know that. Is she all right now?” 

“Yes, I think so, until it comes back. Anyway, Suzanne flew in from Las 
Vegas and never left her side. And she makes Momma so happy. You should 
hear them laughing.” 

“Okay, so there’s a missing piece to this picture. How did your mother come 
to know a female impersonator from Las Vegas? Some underground version of 
Match.com?” 

“Ah, yes! That little detail. So, remember my sister, Leslie?” 

“Sure. She was a pretty girl. She married that guy Charlie and moved to Ohio, 
right?” 

“Correct. But then, after six years of married bliss, Charlie revealed a little 
secret he’d been keeping from Leslie.” 

I unpacked the rest of the story and Ted was stunned. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me, right?” 

“Yeah, I know it’s a lot to process.” 

“Wow,” he said. 

“And then there’s me. I keep bees, as you know. I decorate cakes at Publix and 
I volunteer at the library. And sometimes, when all the stars are aligned, I get to 
substitute-teach at the Sullivan’s Island Elementary School. I am officially the 
most boring person in my family.” 

“I think I like you just as you are. Don’t change a thing.” 

“I won’t, because I don’t think my family needs another ounce of drama.” 

The horizon and then the sky put on a show of such spectacular dimensions 
that all the color of my family story paled. I wasn’t embarrassed. What was I 
supposed to do about them? The good news was that Ted seemed much more 
amused than horrified. And when he took me home, there was an extended 
period of time spent in the car saying good night. I floated into bed that night. 
This was love, and I was astonished by its power. More than that, I was happier 
than I’d ever been. Where was Leslie? Her bed was empty. Hmmm. 



“Did you know honey never goes bad? ” 1 said. 

Ted said, “No, I did not know that. That’s 
amazing. ” 

“You ’re amazing, ” I said. 


Chapter Thirty-Five 



Forever Bee 


I got up on the early side of morning, as I usually did. To my surprise, Suzanne 
was in the kitehen. She had made eoffee. Suzanne in the morning, reading the 
paper wearing a terryeloth bathrobe, was a lot less theatrieal than Suzanne in the 
afternoon or evening. Her gray hair was all spiky, and without all that eyeliner 
and maseara, she looked more like a kindly grandfather. 

“Good morning,” I said. 

“Good morning. There’s eoffee.” 

“Thanks! Did you sleep well?” 

“I did, but your momma had a bit of a night.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Well, we might have overdone it yesterday. I’m guessing she doesn’t get a lot 
of exereise.” 

“You eould say that,” I said. “Want a little more?” I filled my mug and was 
ready to top off Suzanne’s. 

“Sure. Thanks,” she said. “She was full of aehes and pains. I found some 
ointment in the bathroom and rubbed her legs. Then she slept well after that. 


She’s still asleep.” 

“Well, I’m sure she’s still getting over the surgery, too.” 

“That’s what I thought also,” Suzanne said and refolded the front seetion of 
the paper. “Did you have fun last night? Who was that niee-looking man you 
didn’t introduee me to?” 

“Oh, Lord, Suzanne, I’m sorry! That’s Ted Meyers. He’s the ehief of poliee on 
the island. I think I’m going to marry him and have his babies. I’ll be sure to 
introduee you to him the next time he’s here.” 

“I see. And how long have you two been seeing eaeh other?” 

“Last night was our seeond date,” I said, knowing she’d think I was jumping 
the gun. 

“You Jensen girls don’t mess around, do you?” She was smiling. “Get right 
down to business.” 

“Nope. No flies on us.” 

Leslie tootled in. 

“G’moming!” 

“There’s eoffee,” Suzanne said. “So, when everyone’s eaffeine intake has been 
satisfied, there’s something we should diseuss.” 

“Fire away,” I said. 

“Lay it on me, baby,” Leslie said. 

“Okay, well, here it is. I know I’ve eome along late in the game, and I’m also 
keenly aware that the dress eode of Sullivan’s Island isn’t the same as Las Vegas. 
They don’t have a lot of men like me around here, so I want you to know. I’m 
going to tone it down a bit. You know, for the sake of propriety.” 

“Don’t ehange a thing!” I said. “Serew the neighbors!” 

“Yeah! Serew the neighbors!” Leslie said. Then she got a peeuliar look on her 
faee and said, “Uh, aetually. Holly, you and I should probably have a ehat later.” 

“Fine,” I said. “Whatever.” I knew exactly what she did last night. 

“Anyway,” Suzanne eontinued, “I adore your mother, as you know. One of the 
other reasons I want to marry her is so I ean have the legal right to make 
deeisions about her health eare with the two of you. As an equal partner.” 

“I had not even thought of that,” I said. 

“Me, either,” Leslie said. “But you’re right.” 

“But I think we should have a prenup to proteet her assets. Not mine. But I 
don’t want anyone to think I want to take anything that is hers and rightfully 
yours. For me? I have mueh more to proteet than she does, but I have no heirs. If 
I get hit by a tmek, you ladies ean divide the spoils among yourselves.” 

“I love you, Suzanne,” Leslie said. 

“Me, too,” I said. 



“Call me Buster from now on.” 

“I ean’t,” I said. “You’ll always be Suzanne to me.” 

“You’ll ruin your mystique!” Leslie said. 

Suzanne laughed. 

“Okay. Well, then eall me what you’d like. The reason for this is in my 
experienee I knew a young lady I dearly loved who beeame deathly ill, and, not 
having any family, I volunteered to see her through her illness. That was all fine, 
as long as she was eonseious. But when she beeame uneonseious, and beeause 
she had no living will, the end of her life was disastrous. It should’ve been a 
peaeeful end that followed her wishes. I eannot go through that again and I 
eannot leave the queen.” 

“Oh! What a terrible story! I’m so sorry!” 

“So I’m wondering if you have a family attorney I might use to draw up a 
simple doeument for us.” 

“I’ll eall Mark,” I said. “He’s not a wills and estate lawyer, but he’ll know 
someone.” 

“I’m going to go about my morning toilette, and then I’d love some eompany 
to purehase a roek for my dove that’s worthy of a queen!” Suzanne stood and put 
her eup in the sink. 

“Hey, Suzanne?” Leslie said. 

“Yes?” 

“You’re the best.” 

Suzanne left the room, and when she was out of earshot, I said, “And are you 
the worst?” 

“Maybe.” She looked at me apologetieally. “How was your date with Ted?” 

“Well, we talked about marriage, if that’s what you want to know.” 

“That’s good. Very good. I’m telling you, that’s your husband.” 

“I think you’re right, weirdly enough. He just seems absolutely right for me.” 
I looked at her. I knew my sister. She eouldn’t bring herself to tell me what she 
had done, so I helped her into the eonfessional. “Arehie?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Good luek with that nightmare.” 

“You don’t mind?” 

“Hell, no. Not even a little bit. But it’s niee of you to ask, even if it’s after the 
faet.” 

“I think I ean help him,” she said. 

I began to laugh. And laugh and laugh. 

“No, you can’t help Arehie MaeLean! You might have some fun with him. 
You might be really good for his boys. But you ean’t change that son of a biteh. 



Just have fun and don’t worry about where it’s heading.” 

“You’re sure? God, I need a lawyer now, too.” 

“Ask Mark. With all the business I’m sending his way, maybe we ean get a 
family diseount. You know what else?” 

“What?” 

“For about a hot minute I thought Suzanne was marrying Momma for this 
house. I wonder what’s in her asset eolumn?” 

“Cars, I know for sure. Probably some kind of a raneh. Who knows? She’ll 
tell us, if we ask.” 

“Ask her when you go to Croghan’s.” 

“You’re not eoming?” 

“No. I’m going to stay and see about the queen.” 

“You’re a good woman. Holly Jensen. I hope Ted knows that.” 

“I have definitely fallen for him. He’s sueh a stand-up guy.” 

“Gosh. I wonder what that’s like?” 

“Well, you won’t find out with Arehie, that’s for sure.” 

“I’ll be eareful.” 

“Just be good to those boys, okay?” 

“I’ll have no problem with that.” 

In the next hour, Leslie and Suzanne were gone to the eity and I eheeked my 
hives for mites. No mites. No beetles. There was a lot to tell the bees that 
morning, but I had deeided I’d better be very eareful what I said to them. My 
hives, as we know, were dead serious. 

I went inside and Momma was up and dressed. And wearing her hearing aids, 
as she had been sinee Suzanne arrived. 

“Hi! How are you feeling?” I said. “Did you get enough rest?” 

“Oh, I slept like a little lamb,” she said so sweetly, it alarmed me. “Can you 
believe I’m getting married?” 

“Yes, beeause Suzanne is a living doll. Let me tell you all she told us this 
morning.” 

“Why don’t we have a niee glass of tea and maybe some toast and diseuss the 
wedding?” 

“Let’s do!” 

I put bread in the toaster and Momma poured tea. 

We sat and talked and I told her every single thing Suzanne said to us and that 
I thought Suzanne was an angel straight from heaven, albeit no halo and wings, 
and dressed rather oddly. 

“We told her to just be who she is. If she wants to tone it down, tone it down, 
but not for our sakes. She’s sueh a great eharaeter.” 



“This island has always had its share,” Momma said. “Now, tell me about 
Ted.” 

“Well, I think he’s just my perfeet speed.” 

“I’ve got a good feeling about him, unlike that nut bag next door.” 

“Leslie ean have him.” 

“Nuts are her speeialty.” 

“Momma! You are so bad!” 

“I know. When are you seeing him again?” 

“Tonight and hopefully every night for the rest of my life.” 

“Oh, Holly, my sweet girl. I’ve wanted someone like him for you for the 
longest time. And you know what the nieest part is?” 

“Tell me.” 

“I’ve got a sweet husband on the horizon, so do you, and with any luek at all, I 
might live long enough to hold a grandehild in my arms.” 

“I think Suzanne has every intention of keeping you in this world as long as 
possible. And I’d love to see that day eome to pass as well. Grandehildren, that 
is.” 

“You know, when you weren’t around, I went and talked to your bees, too. I 
didn’t go inside the fenee, of eourse. But I talked to them plenty.” 

“You did? About what?” 

“About whatever was on my mind. I spoke to them the same way as you did.” 

“How do you like that? So do you think they hear us? Do they understand 
us?” 

“What do you think?” she asked. 

“I know with eertainty that they do.” 

“I thought that’s what you would say.” 

“But they don’t aet on eommand, you know.” 

“No, they aet as one. And that’s what we’re going to do from now on. This 
family is going to aet as a family. That’s how the bees survive, and that’s how we 
will, too.” 

“One team, one dream?” 

“Are we having another Hallmark moment?” 

I smiled at her smiling faee and said, “We are.” 

Momma had brought baek the tender side of her I’d rarely witnessed in all my 
days. But there it was. Suzanne had appeared and vanquished the erank. 

That night, after Suzanne spent at least four hours serubbing it, our old Weber 
grill was put into use. Dressed in khaki shorts and a blue polo and looking like 
most of the men on the island, Suzanne was going to grill steaks. She still had on 
braeelets and earrings, but she eleaned up good. I told her so. 



“You look very nice tonight,” I said. 

“There’s a store called M. Dumas right near Croghan’s. They fixed me up.” 

“Well, they did a good job. I think it’s a good sort of compromise you’ve got 
going on there.” 

“Well, now that I know I’m auditioning tonight for the possible role of father- 
in-law, I figured I’d better give it my best effort.” 

Ted was coming for dinner. In a moment of near total insanity, Leslie invited 
Archie. The boys were at Maureen’s house. Against Momma’s complaints, I 
cleared off and set the dining room table. This was going to be a classy night if it 
killed me. I wanted us to show well to Ted. I cut flowers for the table, dahlias 
and roses mixed with rosemary and thyme, and they were so beautiful and 
fragrant, I could scarcely believe they were from our yard. 

Leslie put potatoes in the oven to bake and I made a salad and a salad dressing 
with honey, remembering to shoot the bees a telepathic thanks. And Momma, 
deadly as she could be in the kitchen, blew the dust off her old copy of 
Charleston Receipts and very carefully followed the recipe for pickled shrimp. 

“I think it’s important for Suzanne to think I can cook.” 

“She’ll know better soon enough,” Leslie said, and we both giggled. 

"‘'She is the cat’s, um, wait... oh, forget it!” 

Even the queen had a laugh. 

“Don’t either of you bad girls tell her anything different, y’all hear me?” 

We had wine to pour. Wine in bottles. Actually, good wine. I say this because 
Suzanne went to a real wine store and brought home six bottles. There were 
chateaus, not flip-flops, on the labels and I couldn’t pronounce the names, so it 
had to be pretty good stuff. And she brought a bottle of champagne that had to be 
for a toast, which was my clue that the ring would be on Momma’s finger that 
night and we would all be properly hydrated. This was not to be our normal 
dinner, to be sure. 



“We should be drinking mead! ” I said after two 
glasses of wine. 

Everyone stared at me and told me it was a 
ridiculous idea, except Ted. 

“I think it would be fun to ferment honey, ” Ted 
said. “Let’s try it! ” 

That’s just one reason why I love him. 


Chapter Thirty-Six 



Bee Joyful 


We were not party-hosting people. In faet, the last party I eould remember that 
took plaee under my mother’s roof was the one when everyone got siek when I 
was a ehild. So Leslie and I were not well versed in the hospitable ways of 
normal southern women. In addition to a eopy of Southern Living, I had my 
hands on a eopy of Southern Lady I pieked up at Publix, whieh seemed foeused 
on dinner parties and brunehes and how they should look. 

After I ran the vaeuum, dusted everything in sight with Lemon Pledge, and 
made a eenterpieee for the dining room table, I went digging through Momma’s 
ehina eabinet and buffet drawers to see what I eould find. In the top drawer, I 
found a tableeloth and eight napkins, still in their original eellophane wrapper, 
never used. I eouldn’t remember where they eame from, but they were going to 
have a debut that night. 


“Momma? Didn’t we used to have silver flatware?” 

She was in the kitehen peeling shrimp while the eeiling fan overhead moved 
the paltry air around. 

“My mother’s. It’s in the bottom of my eloset, inside the Ameriean Tourister 
red suitease, under a blanket. Why?” 

“I thought it might be niee to use it. Why is it buried in your bedroom eloset?” 

“To hide it from the robbers! Why else?” 

Of eourse. Why else? Our house was the last house on the island that would 
entiee robbers. And besides that, there were very few erimes ever eommitted on 
the island an3rway. The oeeasional speeding tieket. The oeeasional DUI. But 
robberies? Nope. I heard about somebody stealing tomatoes from their 
neighbor’s bushes, but that was probably kids, doing something stupid on a bet. I 
mean. Momma didn’t need to hide the silver like they did during the Civil War. 
Honestly. 

I went in her eloset, whieh had not been eleaned in a dozen or more years, and 
loeated the suitease. Inside, just as she said, was a felt-lined box of silver 
flatware and serving pieees. It was blue with tarnish. 

“Good Lord,” I said. 

I didn’t have the time to polish it all by hand. And then I had a thought. There 
had to be a fast way to elean silver. I went online and found a solution that 
seemed too good to be true. But sinee I had nothing to lose, I tried it. 

I took Momma’s biggest pot and filled it with water. Then I put it on to boil. 
Next, I erumpled aluminum foil—shiny side out—and dropped a few balls of it 
into the pot. Then I added about half a box of baking soda. When the water eame 
to a boil, I earefully lowered in the silver and let it boil and bubble for about five 
minutes. I must say, the fragranee was that of rotten eggs, but if it worked, who 
eared? Momma, Leslie, and Suzanne stood there the whole time like a Greek 
ehorus telling me this would never work. That the only way to polish silver was 
elbow grease. 

“What’s that horrible smell?” 

“You need that expensive pink stuff and a whole afternoon,” Momma said. 

I removed eaeh pieee with tongs, and voila, it was all as good as new. 

“Really?” I said. “Apparently not.” 

I laid it all out on dish towels and began drying it and buffing it with a soft 
eloth. 

“I’ll be damned,” Suzanne said. 

“Would you look at that?” Leslie said and pieked up a eloth to help me. 

Now the dining room tableeloth had something else to make it sparkle. And of 
eourse. Momma had wedding ehina that had not been used sinee her wedding. 



just sitting in the china cabinet, all stacked up, collecting dust. There was 
nothing wrong with it a little soap and water couldn’t cure. And besides, I only 
needed six place settings. That simple task took fifteen minutes with Leslie’s 
help. 

“Should I put them on the table?” she asked. 

“Why not? Sure!” 

“Who’s coming to dinner with all this hurrah?” Momma said. 

“Well, there is the queen to be considered,” Suzanne said. 

“I just felt that with all the trouble Suzanne went to scrubbing that awful old 
grill of ours plus buying wine and steaks, and the fact that Archie and Ted are 
coming to dinner, that maybe we should put our best foot forward,” I said. “I 
think the table looks really beautiful. Come see!” 

Momma followed me to the dining room and was speechless for a moment. 

Then she said, “I don’t know why we don’t do this all the time! It’s so pretty! 
Nice job, girls!” 

“Thank Holly,” Leslie said. “This was all her idea.” 

“I don’t know. I sort of miss Catalog Mountain,” I said and laughed. “We’re 
missing one thing.” 

“I can’t imagine what,” Momma said. 

“I’ll be right back,” I said. 

I went to my room and unplugged my portable turntable and brought it to the 
kitchen. We were going to have dinner with George Gershwin. I texted Ted, 
Bring your Ella vinyl! He texted back. You bet! I plugged it in and put an album 
on and dropped the needle in the first groove. “Rhapsody in Blue” began to play. 

“May I have the pleasure of a dance, my dove?” Suzanne said. 

“Of course!” 

For the next five minutes or so, Suzanne waltzed Momma around the kitchen 
table. She was an amazing dancer—Suzanne, that is. Momma followed her lead 
the best she could, blushing and stammering while Suzanne nuzzled her neck 
and she blushed some more. 

“Too precious,” Leslie said. 

“Should we have cocktails in the kitchen or on the front porch?” I said. 

“I vote for the kitchen, so I won’t miss any of the conversation while I’m 
grilling on the back porch,” Suzanne said. 

“Yes, and I thi nk it’s too hot on the front porch,” Momma said. 

“And we have a ceiling fan in here,” Leslie said. 

“Then the kitchen it is,” I said. 

It was five o’clock. Ted and Archie were expected at six. I took the Jarlsberg 
out of the refrigerator, so it wouldn’t be as hard as a brick, and put it on a cutting 



board with a box of crackers. Then I lined up the wine bottles and a half dozen 
wineglasses and remembered I couldn’t find a corkscrew the last time I looked 
for one. 

“Leslie? Please see if you can find a corkscrew, and if you can’t, ask the 
Scarecrow to bring one. Please? I’m going to go and change.” 

The Scarecrow was the guy in The Wizard of Oz without a brain. 

“Good one,” Momma said. 

I stopped in my tracks and looked back. She gave me a thumbs-up. 

I got to my room and stopped again. Something had changed in the house. I 
wondered what it was and finally, I realized what was different. Everyone was 
happy. That may seem to be an overly simplistic way to state the very 
complicated facts, but it was the truth. That happiness was so hard won. I had 
scars to prove it. We all did. 

I took off my dirty gardening clothes, rinsed off in a fast shower, and put on a 
clean sundress and sandals. I couldn’t wait to see Ted. I could’ve waited a long 
time before I saw Archie, but if I guessed correctly, he was going to be here a 
lot, sniffing around for Leslie like an old hound dog. What can I say? It had 
always been this way. She was Brigitte Bardot to my Tammy Tell Me True. She 
was wired in a way that was the complete opposite of me. And did it really 
matter to me if Archie wanted Leslie and not me? Well, there was a smidgen of a 
sting to it, but I had Ted, and I didn’t have to change myself for him to like me. 
In the cool of the afternoon, that matters just a whole lot more to me. 

Ted and Archie were prompt. Leslie answered the door and I remembered she 
had not really been introduced to Ted. Although Ted knew Archie, because of 
Sharon’s hysteria and, ultimately, her death. So I hurried out to meet them to 
make sure that Ted was introduced to Suzanne as well. 

“Hey!” I said to Ted. “Don’t you look nice? Hey, Archie.” 

“Hi, Holly. It’s nice of y’all to have me.” 

Leslie smiled at Archie like a large, slinky, satisfied feline. Archie gave her 
kind of a lascivious look. Ted caught it, raised his eyebrows, looked at me, and 
handed me his Ella Litzgerald album. 

“There you go!” I said. “Y’all come on in!” 

All at once the physical differences between Archie and Ted were crystal 
clear. Ted was a younger man, muscular and fit. His hair was close cropped and 
he was tanned. Ted was a well-made specimen. Archie’s posture wasn’t as sturdy 
as Ted’s and he looked pale and unkempt instead of like the Sexy Professor. And 
he had a little belly I’d never noticed before. The truth was that Archie was a lot 
less appealing, to me, an3rway. Leslie seemed to be less picky. 

Archie, who had brought his corkscrew, shook hands with Suzanne and said. 



“I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?” 

Suzanne said, “I’m just the proverbial boy named Sue. Me and Johnny Cash.” 

“That’s funny,” Archie said. “Miss Katherine? I heard you were under the 
weather? I hope you’re feeling better now.” 

“I’ve never felt better,” Momma said. “Thank you.” 

Suzanne turned to Ted and said, “And you’ve got to be Ted.” 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Ted said and extended his hand for a shake. 

“Thanks, son,” Suzanne said and shook his hand soundly without batting an 
eye. 

Leslie began filling glasses halfway with wine and handing them around. Ted, 
who in my experience was a beer drinker, took a glass and thanked her. I put the 
music on and soon Ella’s rendition of “All Through the Nighf’ filled the room. 

“That’s our song,” I said to Ted. 

“So, young man,” Suzanne said to Ted, “do you know your way around a 
grill?” 

“I think I might,” Ted said. “Can I give you a hand?” 

“You sure can. Grab that tray of meat and follow me outside.” Suzanne passed 
me and whispered. “Love this guy. He’s a dream.” 

Momma picked up a shrimp on a toothpick and said to Archie, “I pickled 
these today. May I offer you one?” 

Memories of Momma’s gastronomic prowess must’ve crept into his tiny mind 
because he said, “I’m going to wait for dinner, but thank you. Big lunch.” 

“So, did you find a home for Sharon’s cats?” I asked. 

“Yes, I gave them to one of my students,” he said. “I’m really more of a dog 
person.” 

“That’s nice,” I said. 

“Oh? Do you have a dog?” Ted said, as he came back into the kitchen for the 
peppermill. “I’ve got a golden named Stubble.” 

“Stubble?” I said. “That’s a funny name!” 

“Well, his snout always looks like it needs a shave. That’s why.” He went back 
to the porch. 

“I love goldens,” I said to the room. 

Ted stuck his head back in and gave me a wink. He had a golden, we had a 
song, and it was all good. 

We made it to the table, which everyone complimented, and sat down to eat. I 
had plated the steaks and potatoes in the kitchen and brought the salad bowl to 
the table. Everything smelled delicious and it was. There wasn’t a lot of chitchat 
because we were all busy eating, but as Suzanne finished her steak she said, “I’d 
like to propose a toast to the Queen Bee.” 



She stood and raised her glass and walked around the table to Momma’s side. 
She plaeed her glass on the table and reaehed into her poeket, produeing a small 
velvet saek. 

“I bought ehampagne for a very speeial reason,” she said and sort of dropped 
to one knee with a small grunt, hanging on to the arm of Momma’s ehair. “This 
will make it offieial.” Out eame a beautiful diamond ring, and she put it on 
Momma’s finger. “Katherine Jensen, will you make me the happiest person alive 
and say yes?” 

Momma’s eyes filled with tears and she blurted her response. 

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” 

Momma got up, helped Suzanne up, and they hugged. We all elapped and 
eheered. Arehie and Ted got up and shook Suzanne’s hand and kissed Momma’s 
eheek. 

“I’ll get the ehampagne!” I said and hurried to the kitehen. 

Ted followed me. I reaehed in the refrigerator, took out the bottle, and handed 
it to him. 

“I’ll definitely break something with an exploding eork.” 

“I’ve got it.” He easily removed the eork with the smallest pop. “Isn’t that 
something? Your Momma and—^was it Sue?” 

“Suzanne,” I said. 

“Well, whatever. Still. There’s nothing like love.” 

“Yeah, I think I just found that out. I mean, really found it out. Sort of.” 

“You are the one, you know,” he said. 

It was a referenee to the lyries of “Night and Day,” or so I thought. 

“I love Cole Porter, too, and Ella? Wow, what a voiee!” 

“No, I mean you and me. This is it.” 

“Oh, that! Oh, yeah, I know that. But they’re waiting for ehampagne.” 

“Don’t steal your momma’s night. But soon?” 

“Yeah, sure, big shot. We’ll see,” I said and hoped he meant it. 

We stole a quiek kiss, then went baek to the dining room and poured 
ehampagne. I put on George Gershwin’s Great Hits and the first song to play 
was “Love Is Here to Stay.” 

There was more toasting and lots of good wishes. The rest of the evening was 
spent, as it should have been, in a beautiful and prolonged dream about love and 
happiness. 

Finally, Leslie said, “I’m going to walk Arehie home.” 

We all knew what that meant. 

“Thank you for a wonderful night,” Arehie said. “And eongratulations.” 

“You’re weleome,” Momma said, grinning like an eighteen-year-old blushing 



bride. “I’m going to help my fianee elean the kitehen.” 

“I’ll be along in a minute,” I said, with the intention of walking Ted to his ear. 

“Good night, y’all!” he said. “Thanks for a great night!” 

One of those star-filled skies was waiting for us outside, the kind you only see 
in a magazine with the pietures taken by super powerful teleseopes. 

“Look at that, would you?” he said. “It’s hard to believe it’s real.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “Sometimes I like to eome out and look at the stars and just 
lose myself in them.” 

“We should do that,” he said. “You know, take a blanket down to the dark end 
of the island on a elear night, lie there, and just get lost in the stars.” 

I looked at him and a thousand things raeed through my mind. The main one 
was I knew that if we did that, I wouldn’t honestly be wearing white on my 
wedding day. Now that I had waited so long, I wasn’t budging. 

“After we’re married,” I said. “I’m not that kind of girl. Sorry.” 

“Oh, God! Of eourse! Only after we’re married!” 

“Make it soon, okay?” I said. “Good night.” 

“Where do you think you’re going so fast?” 

All I ean tell you is that it took Ted Meyers, ehief of poliee, about two minutes 
to leave me breathless, weak in the knees, with an unfamiliar eleneh in an area I 
did not know eould eleneh involuntarily. I felt like my bones had turned to jelly. 

“Well, I just learned something.” 

“What’s that?” 

“Why people lie down to you know, you know . . .” 

“Yeah, I think it’s so they won’t fall down.” 

“You’d better get out of here.” 

“I’ll be baek. Little Queen Bee.” 

“What is that supposed to mean?” 

“You need your own hive.” He smiled. “And I’m going to give it to you.” 

“G’night!” I said and thought. Holy shit, there’s sex in my future after all. 



Epilogue 


SULLIVAN’S ISLAND 
April 2019 

Leslie finally divoreed Charlie, who, as predieted by everyone involved, went 
on to beeome wildly sueeessful as Cher’s long-lost identieal twin sister. Char. 
We were aetually all delighted for her. And Leslie’s involvement with Arehie 
beeame more serious. Who eared? They were both happy. The boys were happy. 
But she would not marry him. 

“I’m just dividing my time between our house and his. That’s enough for me. 
You think I want to be his third dead wife? No way, baby. Uh-uh.” 

In the Loweountry, we believed bad things happened in threes. Beeoming the 
third wife of a man twiee widowed was a terrifying prospeet. 

“I don’t blame you,” I said. 

But good things also happened in threes. I had so many good things happening 
around me and to me, I wasn’t quite sure where to start eounting. I’d started 
teaehing at Sullivan’s Island Elementary Sehool eight months earlier, and I loved 
it. Beeause of that and a few other details, I eouldn’t go to Italy with Maureen, 
but Ted promised to take me there someday. 

“When’s the baby eoming?” Tyler asked. 

“Any day now,” I said. 

Last fall, Ted gave me a diamond ring. It wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t too small, 
either. We got married as soon as we eould, right after Suzanne and Momma. 
Everyone knew we would run to the altar beeause our pants were on fire. We had 
a small eeremony at Stella Maris Chureh. Monsignor Ben Miehaels performed 
the eeremony and Lynn Bagnal played the organ. Leslie was a maid of honor 
and, in a surprise ehoiee, Ted asked Suzanne to be his best man. They had 
beeome very elose. He had taken to ealling her Suz, whieh Suzanne said suited 
her better an 3 rway. It was a gender-neutral name. So first Suz walked me up the 
aisle to give me away and then she stood by Ted. 

My friends from Publix and sehool eame and, of eourse, friends of Ted’s, lots 
of folks from the township offiee and the poliee foree, our neighbors, Maureen, 


her husband and son, and Archie and his boys. Archie and his boys bought us a 
remote-controlled toy Maserati as a wedding gift and I thought it was really 
sweet. Of course, Mark and Darlene were there, too. Afterward, we had a small 
reception at home with wedding cake from Publix, finger sandwiches, and 
champagne. It was simple but beautiful, and exactly what we wanted. 

My garden was a botanical wonder that season, with so many gorgeous roses 
and dahlias, still in bloom, as though they were staying in bloom, waiting for my 
wedding to happen. They filled every container we owned, and I even made my 
own bouquet. I decorated my beehives and the fence around them with yards and 
yards of white tulle and bouquets of herbs. And of course, I got a sense that the 
bees were pleased for me. I really did. 

Don’t you know that when we announced we were going on a short 
honeymoon to Bermuda, Hunter wanted to come. 

“Aren’t we related yet?” he asked with those gorgeous eyes of his. 

“You are such a little charmer,” I said and tousled his hair. 

The boys had survived the reign and wrath of Sharon and appeared to be 
unscathed. 

“I’ll take you to Bermuda this summer if you have a good year in school. And 
Tyler, too, of course,” Archie said. 

Leslie shot Archie a hairy eyeball. 

“And you, too!” he said. “Of course!” 

There must’ve been some magic in the coral sand where we stretched out on 
beach towels to watch the stars in the night sky over Bermuda, because I came 
home with a little biscuit in my oven and a whole lot smarter about what goes on 
between the sheets. All I can say is that I wish I’d taken Ted more seriously in 
high school. I would’ve married him the day we graduated and dragged him to 
bed every chance I had. All those wasted years of self-deprivation! Ah, well. 
Deprivation no more! 

When we got home we moved my hives to Ted’s backyard, which was now 
our backyard, and he quickly constructed a fence to keep Stubble from getting 
into trouble. Stubble became my constant companion. The bees buzzed around 
and bearded some, but overall, after a bit, they settled down and got back to the 
business of foraging, pollinating, and making delicious honey. I kicked up some 
dirt in the long-neglected flower beds and said I could get them going again. I 
did, and by April, our yard looked like somebody loved it. We were only a few 
blocks from Momma, in case, well, you know, if something happened and she 
needed us. 

What of Momma and Suz? If laughter and happiness were the best medicines, 
then Suz was going to keep Momma alive on this earth forever. I’d never seen 



her so happy. And oh, interesting side note, all those pounds on Momma just 
melted away. Suz had her walking all over the island and the result was 
astounding. Her doetors told her to diteh her blood pressure meds and her statin. 
She was delighted. And there had been no reeurrenee of tumors. 

“I feel so mueh better!” she said every time someone told her how great she 
looked. 

I prayed that the good Lord would give her plenty of time to be together with 
Suz. She deserved happiness. We all did. I just never believed that we, the erazy 
buneh of outliers that we were, would find it so happily and eompletely. 

It beeame obvious that I needed to go to the hospital to deliver our baby at 
about four in the morning on May 14. My baek had been killing me all week. 
My ankles were swollen, and I was just generally uneomfortable all over. I 
labored until around noon and then, by the graee of God, I delivered the most 
exquisite baby ever bom. 

“It’s a boy!” my doetor said. “A little fat guy, and he’s perfeet!” 

Ted eut the eord and fainted. He was out eold on the floor of the delivery room 
and had a small eut in his forehead. 

“I thought he was the ehief of poliee!” a nurse said. 

They revived him, got him up and into a ehair, and gave him a eold eloth and 
a Band-Aid. 

“What are we going to name him?” Ted said. 

“He’s Theodore, my love. He looks just like you.” 

“Okay,” he said. “Theodore. I’ve always wanted a son.” 

I was just so glad I’d have two Teds to love. What eould be better? We 
brought him home and laid him in his bassinet and I thought my heart would 
burst from all the love I felt for my little Ted. I stared at him for days on end and 
walked around in a fog of joy. 

I eould go on with this story forever. You know it wouldn’t be hard. There will 
always be shenanigans to entertain you from the islanders like Leslie, Momma, 
Suz, well, all of us, and our friends, too. That’s what it is to live in the 
Loweountry. The eolors are a little brighter. The air is a little sweeter. Jokes are 
funnier, love mns deeper, and life overall is rieher. But I have a baby to feed and 
a gorgeous husband who’ll be wanting dinner, too. Who knows? Maybe we’ll be 
baek another time. Remember Tolstoy? He said something pretty eleven He said, 
“One ean no more approaeh people without love than one ean approaeh bees 
without eare.” Wouldn’t the world be a better plaee if we took that tiny bit of 
adviee? The hive has many lessons to teaeh us. This was only one of them. 
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